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Chapter 1: Introduction
When asked to describe their minds-eye view of rural America, most people
will still envision rolling hills of farm land, people who work the land, and small
towns with a bucolic Main Street, complete with the only stop light in town. This
environment is foreign to a lot of Americans who grew up either in a metropolitan
area, or in a suburb branching off from some urban landscape. For these citizens,
knowledge of rural America originates from television and history lessons at school,
which paints a very different picture than what rural locations actually resemble
today. This is not to suggest that rural residents have the upper hand on their urban
counterparts-- most rural residents are equally reliant on television and the internet to
color in their image of America‟s inner cities.
While both groups are typically highly unaware of the lifestyle of the other,
each has easily been categorized by political scientists and pundits alike. Rural
residents are highly conservative and vote Republican (thus the wide swath of red
through the Great Plains on election night) while urbanites are typically identified as
liberals who vote Democratic. These longstanding generalizations have been
unquestioningly accepted for decades without much serious scrutiny. While urban
politics has become a more popular field of study, its main focus is on the differences
among urban areas, not how urban areas compare to their rural counterparts.
Little research has been undertaken to identify the reasons why rural residents
are more likely to be conservative and vote Republican than their urban counterparts.
While simple explanations such as race, racial views, and religiosity have been
offered as reasons (see Carmines and Stimson 1989), most are likely to be content
1

nodding their heads to these common distinctions without any further examination.
In this dissertation, I examine the differences between rural and urban political
behavior-- in both party identification and political attitudes. Based on early theories
and investigations of the political behavior of rural residents, scholars have drawn
conclusions that have neither been reassessed nor updated in decades (Campbell et.
al, 1960; Lewis-Beck 1977). Reevaluating these earlier findings with recent data will
show if in fact rural residents have adapted to new political realities; in other words,
have changes in American political and social culture affected the rural electorate and
if so, how has it impacted their political behavior.
From a theoretical standpoint, the rural-urban gap in political behavior shows
that place matters. Over time, we have come to see that is not only the population
composition of the community that is important, but also the interaction between the
members of the community that define it (Gimpel and Schuknecht 2004). While we
consider geographic location in making such place designations, there is much more
to these communities that help define them as rural. The population composition of
these areas adds to their distinctiveness. Rural people are quite often equated with
farmers and agricultural workers. While there was a time rural populations were
made up mostly of agricultural workers, this is not the case in current rural America.
However, the values of rural people are still highly shaped by this past. It is
perceived that rural residents are self reliant and hard working people who prefer to
take care of themselves without help from outside of the community. This perception
is one of the few that is true about rural residents, as studies show rural residents do
ascribe these characteristics to themselves (Drury and Tweeten 1997). These values
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that are instilled within the rural community are sustained, despite the migration of
people in and out of rural areas (Glenn and Hill Jr. 1977)
As far as political science research is concerned, we know very little about
rural political behavior over the last thirty years. As a topic of study, rural political
behavior has been seen as highly stagnant over time, while areas such as urban
politics that appear to change and evolve more quickly garner far greater academic
attention. While the pool of political science works on the subject is a mere puddle,
there has been a lot of work done in the field of sociology concerning rural attitudes
and behaviors that can be tapped; the field of psychology also provides some
background that can be quite helpful as well. To study rural politics is to borrow
from social science fields other than political science.
Definitions of Rural
Typically, there are three characteristics of rural areas that help to make the
distinction between rural and urban communities: population density, distance from
urban centers, and the specialization of rural economies (Deavers 1992). While each
of these is an important criterion, each has lost some of its ability to classify rural
areas over time. Housing density is as light in my suburbs as it is in small rural
towns. As technology has improved, more services are available for rural residents,
meaning that isolation and distance do not have the same practical or subjective
importance that they once did. Proximity to urban centers may also be misleading;
the closer a community is to an urban area, the more it should benefit from an
extension of city life. However, not all rural areas adjacent to urban centers benefit
from their location, and over time, more people living in fringe communities are
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commuting into metropolitan areas for work, further blurring the lines between rural
and urban. Also, as work opportunities decline in rural areas, the specialization of
rural economies is lost as well. Service based jobs have been in more demand in both
rural and urban centers recently, while farming and other natural resource based
industries have also declined (Deavers 1992). However, because of the lack of other
definitions to draw distinctions between rural and urban locations, the federal
government and its agencies continue to use several of these characteristics to define
rural and urban areas in their research.
The three agencies that collect and process a majority of the data on rural
areas are the U.S. Bureau of the Census, the Office of Management and Budget
(OMB), and the Department of Agriculture‟s Economic Research Service (ERS).
The census defines an urbanized area simply by its population density. Those living
in a central city or surrounding area that together have a population of 50,000 or more
and a population density of at least 1,000 people per square mile are considered to be
in an urban area. To be considered a rural area by the Census, there must be less than
2,500 people and the area must be outside of a defined urban area. The OMB, basing
their definitions on data from 1980, consider a metropolitan statistical area (MSA) to
be either a city with at least 50,000 inhabitants, or an urbanized area with at least
50,000 inhabitants and a total MSA population of 100,000. The OMB also considers
the county the city is located in and all adjacent counties as part of the MSA if each is
economically linked to the central city‟s county. Any county that does not fit this
description is considered to be nonmetro (rural). The Department of Agriculture‟s
ERS utilizes a rural-urban continuum code. In this system, metro counties are
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defined by size and nonmetro counties are identified by their degree of urbanization
or proximity to a metro area(s). The ERS continuum has nine total codes, making
this system of coding the most detailed and nuanced of the three. The ERS codes are
used more often than the others in the broader social science literature on rural areas.
While there are different codes and systems through which to describe the
continuum between rural and urban areas, one important differentiation when it
comes to rural communities is their distance from metropolitan areas. Some rural
areas are much more rural than others, as the MSA and ERS continuum designations
highlight. Rural areas that are within the limits of an MSA are much more likely to
be suburban in nature and can change with the ebb and flow of the city they surround.
These populations are more likely to shift and change as people move into the
bedroom communities that surround an urban area, and there are more economic
opportunities based on the proximity to metropolitan areas as well. On the other
hand, there are rural areas that fall at the extreme of the ERS continuum, and are no
where near an MSA. These rural areas are much more likely to see very little change
over time, as populations will change rarely. These areas, while most likely to retain
their “rural” characteristics, are also most likely to lose out on economic growth that
is associated with being close to a metropolitan area. Because all of these
designations can have a major impact on the characteristics of a rural community, it is
imperative to consider these differences when telling the story of rural political
behavior. I will consider numerous definitions of rural, considering population,
population density, and inclusion within a MSA while analyzing rural political
behavior.

5

The Red & Blue, Urban & Rural Divide
The talk of the blue state-red state conflict is inevitable in any conversation
about rural politics today. While the map appears to clearly show the coasts in blue
and the middle of the country in red, in fact the polarization of the county is not as
simple as the graphics suggest. In reality, the country is covered in different shades
of purple as there are both Republican and Democratic strongholds in each state. The
difference in rural and urban attitudes help to explain the polarization that we see
within states, although it is not always considered when we try to figure out why the
country‟s electorate is so divided.
In fact, some scholars have argued that polarization is not as prevalent as it is
reported to be. According to Fiorina, it is the political elites that are polarized, not the
electorate (2004). The average voter may not be as disagreeable to his neighbor‟s
political views as the media suggests, but both political parties leave voters with very
few moderate choices. This creates the perception that the public is quite polarized
when in actuality it is not. The claims that Fiorina makes in defense of breaking
down the “myth” of polarization have come into question by other political scientists
who dismiss the argument that polarization is minimal. Abramowitz and Saunders
(2005) consider the same five claims that Fiorina made concerning polarization and
find that overall in their estimation, there is a deep division between Democrats and
Republicans, both at the elite level as well as in the electorate. Particularly pertinent
to this project, they present evidence to show that geographic polarization is in fact
strong and that differences between the two groups are quite large. Voters in red
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states were found to be much more likely to be Protestant, to consider themselves
evangelicals, and to attend religious services at least once a week. “Red staters” are
also more likely to be conservative on social issues; they are more likely to have a
gun in the home, to be pro-life, to oppose same-sex marriage, and to identify with the
Republican Party than are blue state voters. While Fiorina argues that religion and
other social issues have not become more important to voters than economics,
Abramowitz and Saunders find the biggest shift
Is between religious voters and those who consider themselves secular.
So what does this mean in terms of rural and urban political attitudes? Most
rural residents fall into the same categories as do “red state” voters in terms of
religion and attitudes on social issues. Rural voters also overwhelmingly identify
with the Republican Party as compared to the Democratic Party. The gap that is
perceived between red and blue states can be more accurately described as a divide
between rural and urban voters. While Fiorina does argue that there are blue and red
areas within states, the differences between these urban and rural areas deserve more
attention then they are given in his analysis. I use the urban--rural gap within states
to analyze rural politics, which gives us a more detailed understanding of political
behavior.

Chapter Outline
This study updates the research we have on rural political behavior. In the
second chapter, I take a historical look at presidential voting in rural areas in order to
compare voting patterns to those in urban areas. By utilizing presidential election

7

returns and county level data over a time span of 1888-2008, I construct a continual
view of presidential voting in both rural and urban areas. Examining such a long
period of time allows for visualization of voting patterns of each group, and I will be
able to see over time what voting patterns have emerged and/or died off in rural areas.
Each group of voters has potentially been affected by major changes in the political
landscape, such as southern realignment and reapportionment. In order to test the
rural and urban differences, I use a series of definitions for each. I will also examine
the results to see if there are regional differences coming into play.
After examining the gap between urban and rural voting patterns, the third
chapter works to explain why these gaps exist. Using data from the Cooperative
Congressional Election Survey (CCES), I examine which factors shape the way
people in urban and rural areas vote. I look not only at presidential vote choice, but
also party identification. As a continuation of chapter three, the fourth chapter will
examine issue attitudes of rural and urban residents. A better understanding of the
opinions expressed by rural residents is another important piece of a more modern
picture of rural political behavior. Questions about current political issues, including
abortion, health care, and affirmative action are analyzed to determine if rural
residence has a significant effect on the respondents‟ opinions on these issues.
In the fifth chapter, I explore suburbs to answer the question of where do they
stand in the rural-urban continuum; in other words, how to they fit within a placebased understanding of politics? While the suburbs are highly diverse, by
considering both their proximity to urban areas and the characteristics of their
population, I can see how suburban areas relate to rural communities. Because
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“suburb” is also a hard term to define, I will use more than one definition of “suburb”
to see if by using different populations I can make a better determination of how
suburbs related to rural communities. The final chapter reviews the findings of this
study to paint a full portrait of what rural political behavior in the 21st century looks
like. The differences between the urban and rural electorates match my expectations
and likely offer few surprises for astute followers of politics. Yet this study offers an
important substantive update of the literature on rural political behavior. This chapter
will also offer some concluding thoughts about the project.
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Chapter 2: Rural-Urban Gaps in Voting: Analyzing Presidential
Voting Patterns, 1888-2004
When voters went to the polls in November of 2008, there were a lot of
questions as to which groups of people would come out in support of which
candidate. Would evangelicals vote in large numbers for John McCain or simply stay
home? Would the youth vote turn out voting overwhelmingly for Barack Obama, as
their pre-election polling numbers suggested, or would their bark be bigger than their
bite as history would suggest? One division in the voting electorate that was not
discussed as much was what choice urban and rural voters would make on Election
Day. These two groups were mostly left out of the discussion because their election
decisions were a foregone conclusion to many; the urban voters would vote for
Obama in large numbers, while the rural voters would come out in support of
McCain. And, as post election numbers have shown, these predictions held true for
the most part: Obama came out 13 million votes ahead of McCain in urban counties,
while McCain garnered almost 3 million more votes in rural America than his
Democratic counterpart (Murphy and Bishop 2008).
As the numbers show in the 2008 election, as well as in recent previous
elections, there is a persistent and gaping divide between the urban and rural
electorate, which is most often chalked up to the cultural divide between the two
geographic locations. Studies have shown that rural residents are more likely than
their urban counterparts to be evangelicals, attend religious services at least once a
week, and hold more conservative beliefs when it comes to social issues, such as
abortion and gay marriage (see Abramowitz and Saunders 2005; Carmines and
10

Stimson 1989; Knocke and Henry 1977). Their urban counterparts appear to be quite
the opposite in many political respects; they are more likely to hold liberal beliefs on
issues such as abortion, gay marriage, and gun control. Urban residents are more
likely to have more education and be more affluent than their rural counterparts as
well. These differences seem robust and appear as if they are static; the divide seems
so ingrained that it should have originated decades ago and has been growing steadily
to the point we find ourselves at today with the two groups of American voters
seemingly worlds apart on the issues of the day.
As static as these results seem to us today, the gap has not always been there.
There are numerous times in the history of American politics, in which the two
groups were highly alike in their voting behavior, and periods of time in which there
was no clear political separation along urban-rural lines. There are instances of
geographic division in voting, but it is seen more in regional differences, i.e.
differences between the North and South, or in much earlier years, political
differences between the East and the burgeoning West. In this chapter, I look at these
differences over time, to see what electoral history shows us in terms of the divide in
the rural and urban electorate. The results demonstrate that there has been an ebb and
flow in the electoral choices that both urban and rural voters make; but most
importantly, they show that the divide we see today between urban and rural voters is
mostly the result of contemporary political and social events. While there is little
literature that explains the differences in urban and rural voting over time1, in the next
section, I will look at the literature that has examined presidential election voting over
1

While research on rural voting behavior remains a small niche market in the voting behavior
literature, the past few years have produced research that has helped to bring the analysis of rural
voters into the 21st century- -see McKee (2008) and Hayes and McKee (2008).
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time in America to see what may be the decisive factor in the divisions that we see
come and go.
Literature Review
Utilizing simple geographic demographics of the current electorate, one could
easily deduce a very simple explanation for urban and rural voting over time. As
urban areas have consistently shown support for the Democratic candidate in the
elections of recent memory, one could assume that areas of dense population produce
liberal thinking and, in effect, support for the Democratic Party. At the same time,
rural areas, which have been consistently conservative in recent elections, could lead
one to believe that there is something to smaller populations that encourages support
for the Republican Party (for in-depth analysis on composition and contextual
residential effect see Gimpel and Schuknecht 2004). Though this would make a nice
concise picture of voting behavior, one only has to go back to the 1960‟s and the
ensuing “southern realignment” to see how both urban and rural voters, and in effect,
urban and rural areas, can change their party affiliation. A look back at the turn of the
20th century will show that electoral fortunes have shifted in both the city and the
countryside.
Well before the chasm of the 1960‟s, there are numerous instances in which
the electorate was divided over the political issue of the day base on different
locations (urban and rural) and regions (Northeast, South, and West). A good starting
point is elections between 1888-1900 (the Populist Era), wherein the issue that was
before both politicians and voters was economic in nature.2 A drought in the west

2

While there are good examples of regional and geographic divisions before the 1890‟s, my later
analysis in this chapter begins in 1890, where there is reliable data available for each presidential

12

added to the economic troubles of both people living in the West and farmers across
the country. At the same time a “railroad bust” was underway as rail companies built
on speculation failed, and there was a severe shortage of credit and gold backed
money as people rushed to remove their life savings from banks for fear of the
institutions closing. Most damaging to the rural areas of the country was the decline
in the price of commodities, which hurt farmers. The political debate broke down
along regional lines, as the West and the South argued for free coinage of silver,
while the bankers of the Northeast were adamant in their support of the gold standard.
The political battle crossed party lines as both southern Democrats and western
Republicans argued for silver coinage on behalf of their poor, mostly agrarian
constituents who would benefit from the cheaper money. At the same time, both
parties‟ constituents in the Northeast argued for the gold standard, the favored action
of the influential Eastern banking establishment (Nevins 1932; Graff 2002). Grover
Cleveland, the President severing his second term from 1893 to 1897, fell in step with
the bankers of the Northeast and supported the gold standard. In terms of policy,
there was no real movement in either direction; both pro- and anti-silver advocates
were unable to get any significant legislation passed and the status quo remained.
However, the effect on the political parties was much greater: Cleveland, as the
figurehead of the Democratic Party was unable to regain the support of Democrats in
the West and in the South. A third regional party, The People‟s Party, sprung up in
the West and had little organization, but did find support among agrarian residents in
the region (Sundquist 1983). As the election of 1896 came into sight, the results of

election. There are also numerous examples between 1890 and 2004 that explain the patterns of
geographic division.
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the silver issue were still in play, and the next two elections helped to reorganize the
political parties along distinctly urban and rural lines.
The election of William McKinley in 1896 was the result of the Democrats‟
inability to resolve the issue of silver coinage. The Republican candidate did
exceptionally well in the urban areas of the North. At the same time, rural residents
did not stray too far from the Democratic Party, particularly in the South, Midwest,
West and even in the East (Glad, 1964; Kleppner 1990). The nomination of William
Jennings Bryan to run as the Democratic candidate brought a particular flair for
geographic baiting as he discussed the importance of issues in geographic terms, such
as “your cities” and “our farms” (Bennett and Haltom 1980). Bryan, however, failed
to make the connection with lower income voters in the urban centers that may have
benefited from his aggressive demand for silver coinage. The results of the 1896
election led to a solidification of the Republican Party in the urban Northeast.
While there were a series of events and issues that created the electoral results
we see in 1896, there is also the shadow of deep political divisions that endured and
remained relevant in national politics, especially the Civil War and its aftermath.
Even with new issues, particularly issues dealing with the economy, there was still a
distinct difference between the North and South. The South remained strongly
Democratic, not only because of the rural population who would benefit from the
silver coinage, but also because of their allegiance to the party they supported before
and during the Civil War. At the same time, we see some changes in the Northeast,
but it was a unique change: northern Democrats who heeded the words of the
Republican Party were able to, and did, change their party affiliation to the
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Republican Party; but Republicans in the North, even those who were in support of
the silver coinage could not allow themselves to become Democrats, which is largely
responsible for the strength of the Republican Party in the North (Sundquist 1983; see
also Clubb, 1978).
Both parties felt the influence of the Progressive Era (from the 1890‟s until
1929), though it was more prevalent in urban centers where the Republican Party was
beginning efforts to reform both government and politics in general. In the South
there was also a Progressive movement that was anchored in the beliefs of the
Populists; however, when the progressive movement began to fade back into the two
major parties, the Northern progressives remained Republican, while in the South, the
progressives were Democrats (Sundquist 1983; on southern progressivism, see Link
1994).
Into the early 1900‟s the party system remained static, with no major shifts in
either urban or rural environments. While there was an up tick in voting in the 1912
election for the Democratic candidate, Woodrow Wilson, the reason for his success
may be attributed in part to the splitting of the Republican Party vote between their
own candidate, William H. Taft, and Theodore Roosevelt who ran as a third party
candidate. Wilson‟s second term, focusing mostly on World War I, ended with
success. However, the rural areas of America were not spared the after effects of the
war. By 1920, many farmers in America had seen the price of their goods rise
dramatically as European countries trying to restore their communities were unable to
produce their own food. After the war, once the Europeans had time to establish their
own food production again, the farmers were left with a sharp decline in the demand
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for their products, and as a result were hit with devastating income losses. As the
1920‟s began, farmers, which at the time made up most of rural America, were
looking for a party to belong to; neither the Democrats nor the Republicans had
provided any type of support or relief of their current economic condition.
Legislation such as the McNary-Haugen bill, which advocated the government
buying surplus agricultural products to increase prices, was floated through Congress
numerous times during the 1920‟s but was never passed.
After Herbert Hoover was nominated from the Republican Party in 1928, and
Al Smith from New York became the Democratic candidate, rural America was
without a candidate. Even through the rural West and South were traditionally
strongly Democrat, Smith as a candidate did not inspire many of these rural residents,
who found him to be completely dissimilar to their way of life. At the same time, he
was very popular in the Northeast, where many residents who were Republican voted
for the Democratic candidate this time around. However, as is the kiss of death for
many a politician, Smith was unable to win his own home state of New York, because
he did not gain the support of the rural counties (Lubell, 1956; Sundquist 1983).
As the Depression created economic despair across the county, beginning in
1930, the resulting 1932 election pitted two distinctly different options for the
American electorate against each other. On one hand, the incumbent Herbert Hoover,
was seemingly unable or unwilling to change his policy agenda to try and alleviate
the hardships that Americans were facing. His opponent in the Democratic Party,
Franklin D. Roosevelt, had created a platform in which the goals of the party, in an
answer to the effects of the Depression, were quite opposite to the actions proposed
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by the Republicans. There was overwhelming support for FDR in the election of
1932, by residents in both urban and rural areas, and in all of the regions. However,
some of these new Democratic voters were not Democratic for too long-- in some
rural areas, the gains by the Democratic Party after the Depression were lost quickly
in the next two to three elections.
The largest single group that voted Democratic in 1932 and stayed
Democratic afterward were those in the urban North. Cities of the Northeast who
voted for Roosevelt have continued to vote Democratic through the most current
elections and have seemingly left their Republican ties of the early 1900s behind.
The rural North had mostly returned to its Republican support by the 1940‟s, and
while the majority of rural southerners already considered themselves solid
Democrats, there was some pushback by southerners who did not agree with the
programs of the New Deal, and began voting Republican during the Roosevelt era
(Sundquist 1983).
The New Deal realignment was the cornerstone for the emergence of twoparty voting in both the North and South, along rural and urban lines. Residents of
the northern urban centers were becoming strongly Democratic, while the rural North
remained very Republican in most areas. One reason for the lack of Democratic
support in the rural North was the lack of party organization there. Over time, as the
party took more strides in becoming a national party, two-party voting was facilitated
in the rural North as well. In the South, the development of two-party politics took
more time. Cities and areas in the border South were more likely to establish
possibilities for Republican politicians, while the rural South remained consistently
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Democratic, particularly in areas that were in the Deep South (Key 1949; Strong
1963). While the realignment produced a Republican Party with conservative values
that many southerners (both urban and rural) would find appealing, the issue of race
became a mitigating factor in the electoral decisions of southerners for quite a long
time (Sundquist 1983). Because of the importance of race in electoral fortunes of the
South, I will examine a bit further the role that it played in determining political
attitudes, and as a result, presidential election results.
Over time, the South remained heavily Democratic out of the tradition and
legacy that the Democratic label held in the South. Many residents, in both urban and
rural areas in the South continued to call themselves Democrat, while slowly, the
national Democratic Party platform was evolving toward political positions that most
southerners would find unacceptable. Democratic members of Congress were also
not in favor of some of their fellow party members‟ ideals, but were not willing to
change their party identification due to the power that the southern Democrats had
built through seniority in the House and the Senate. Also, at this time, the name
recognition of the Democrats in the South still carried a lot of significance to their
reelection. However, cracks in the Democrats‟ stronghold in the South began to show
at the national level, when President Harry Truman began to advocate for civil rights
legislation (Black and Black 1992). As V.O. Key had written only a few years
earlier, “In its grand outlines the politics of the South revolves around the position of
the Negro,” (1949, p. 5). Jim Crow laws and social norms had kept the black
population in the South from being able to vote, and now that social atmosphere was
suddenly being threatened from a national source.
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As the national Democratic Party began to advocate for civil rights for
minorities, the conservative white southerners in the party departed, and without
finding a fit in the Republican Party (for the time being) ended up creating the third
party Dixiecrats who with Strom Thurmond as their Presidential candidate in 1952,
went on to win close to 1.2 million popular votes, including wins in the southern
states of Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and South Carolina. Despite the split in
the Democratic Party, Harry Truman, the national Democratic Party nominee was still
able to win the presidential election. The losses to the Democratic Party in the South
were virtually permanent, and in 1952, Republican Dwight D. Eisenhower picked up
an impressive number of votes throughout the urban South (Bartley 1995).
While John F. Kennedy was able to garner some support in the South in the
election of 1960, many white southerners were attracted to Barry Goldwater‟s 1964
message of states‟ rights, and his opposition to the Civil Rights Act. After garnering
55% of the white southern vote, Goldwater was the first Republican since the Civil
War to win the states of the Deep South (Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi, Georgia,
and South Carolina) (see Carmines and Stimson 1989). Goldwater‟s campaigning in
the South left the Republican Party in the region unable to make advances toward the
black electorate, and thus, the Republican Party in the South had a new identity that
was focused on winning white support (Bartley and Graham 1975; Black and Black
1992; DeVries 1976; Seagull 1975). Outside of the South, both political parties
found a more geographically stable atmosphere in which to campaign. Over time,
urban centers through the country had become reliably more Democratic and the rural

19

areas of the country, though still not the strongly Republican voting block that we see
today, started drifting in that direction.
The South continued to turn Republican as Nixon ran on a “southern strategy”
in which he stated that he was opposed to segregation, but that he only favored
voluntary integration. While the “running on both sides of the road” message won
him close to 40% of the white southern vote, it was not enough for him to capture all
of the southern states. Though the reason for this lies more in the fact that George
Wallace ran as the third-party American Independent candidate and won five of the
Deep South states, with the exception of South Carolina, than it does with the
reception of Nixon‟s message (Aistrup 1996; Phillips 1970; Murphy and Gulliver
1971). Nixon also won handily in the South in 1972, when he was easily able to
defeat George McGovern (Grantham 1994; Black and Black 1992).
While both urban and rural southerners were starting to turn out for the
Republican Party in national elections, another reason for the GOP‟s success in the
1970‟s and into the present, is the impact that religion has exercised on citizens‟
political attitudes. The Christian Right was formerly organized in the late 1970‟s, and
part of their power was due to a large increase in the number of southerners who
considered themselves Christian that could be mobilized. The West also played a role
in the power of the Christian right, but more so from the standpoint of supporting
anti-establishment politicians and interests (Micklethwait and Wooldridge 2004).
With the mobilization of the Christian Right and the popularity of Ronald Reagan,
who framed polices to attract white conservative voters, he became the first
Republican presidential candidate to win two elections in a row with a majority of
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southern white votes in both cases. Black and Black also note that during Reagan‟s
time in office, white southerners who identified themselves as Republicans
outnumbered those who identified with the Democratic Party-- a first in what was
once the “Solid Democratic South” (1992; p. 206; see also Hayes and McKee 2008;
Black 2004). The change in party allegiance was also aided and sustained by an
increase in ideological polarization of both parties that started under Reagan (Black
2004).
With Reagan‟s substantial popularity among the southern electorate,
Republican presidential candidates continued to win the South consistently (with the
exception of Bill Clinton: in 1992 he was able to win Louisiana and Georgia; in 1996,
he was able to retain Georgia for the Democratic Party). Even Albert Gore, being
from the rim South state of Tennessee was unable to win any of the southern states in
the election of 2000, wherein the Republican candidate, George W. Bush made it a
southern sweep. He sustained the Republican dominance in the South in 2004. As
early as 1992, 71% of urban white voters in the South who identified themselves as
conservative voted Republican, while in the same demographic, only 10% of voters
would label themselves Democrats. At the same time, rural southerners were actually
less likely than urban southerners to consider themselves Republican (only 59%
labeled themselves Republican while 19% labeled themselves Democrat). The effect
of the Religious Right is considered strongest in the rural areas, where 57% of the
respondents who identified with the Republican Party also identified with the
Religious Right (see Black and Black 1992, p. 229). In 2008, Barack Obama was
able to make headway for Democrats back into the South as he was able to capture
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Florida and the rim South states of Virginia3 and North Carolina. However, his
electoral victories in these states should not be seen as a sign of a reemergence of the
Democratic Party in the South in terms of national elections. Florida, while counted
as a southern state does not carry the southern culture in the way other Deep South
states do, and has been in contention during the past few presidential elections.
Therefore, it should not be a surprise that the Democratic candidate was able to be
successful there. Virginia and North Carolina are a little more surprising; Obama
benefited from a strong get out the vote effort in both states, particularly among
minority voters. Despite his success it should also be mentioned that Obama‟s
margin of victory in both states was quite small; in Virginia it was 6.29% and in
North Carolina, after additional weeks of counting ballots, the margin of victory for
the Democratic candidate was only 0.32%.
As history and previous literature has shown, the story of political parties
hinges greatly on geographic location, whether it be region, or even more exacting,
within the region based on urban and rural residence. Most literature focuses on
critical elections in which we see great changes in the electoral success of both
parties, and because of the way in which events shape the electorate, we also tend to
focus on regions, particularly the South, because of its evolving political history.
From this, we can glean a lot of information about voting patterns over time.
However, I would like to focus on the changes in electoral behavior specifically in
rural areas, and how they compare to their counterparts in the urban environments.

3

A reason for Obama‟s success in Virginia may lie in the increasingly large Democratic voting base in
Northern Virginia. The region has recently had a strong impact on the states voting results, almost
exclusively in favor of the Democratic Party. However, despite this friendly voting bloc, Obama still
only had a margin of victory in the state of 6.29%.
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An understanding of regional differences based on historical patterns is extremely
useful when we consider the contemporary rural and urban breakdown.

Data and Methods
The primary data utilized for this analysis is ICPSR county level pooled data,
using both the U.S Historical Election Returns 1824-1968 database, as well as the
General Elections Data for the United States database. Due to the length of time data
has been collected on American national elections, I can look back over an extended
period of time in order to determine if there are patterns of voting behavior that can
be detected between urban and rural voters. The data will be used in two ways; first,
I will graph the presidential election results for each year since 1888, and then I will
use a time series regression analysis to determine what effect, if any, previous data
points and other historical events may have on the more recent election results in the
data set. The time series regression analysis will help to determine if differences in
rural and urban voting patterns are a more recent phenomenon, or something that we
have seen since the beginning of the Populist Era in the 1880s.
In order to graph the presidential election results for each election since 1888,
I first have to aggregate the data from the county data files so that I have percentage
totals for both the Republican and Democratic Party for each election year.4 I also
had to create rural and urban variables in order to assess the differences in their vote

4

The ICPSR data file is broken into two different files; 1888-1972, and 1972-2004. The first file also
accounted for the presence of third parties, which were more pertinent to election results in the earlier
elections in this time series. The data for third parties was included in the aggregation of data from the
first file. The second file did not account for third party results in presidential elections, with the
exception of two elections; 1996 when Ross Perot ran, and 2000 when Ralph Nader ran as third party
candidates.
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choices. While I ran the models using three different definitions of rural and urban5,
for the results reported in this chapter, I define rural as 10,000 residents or less in total
county population, and urban as 100,000 residents or more per county, though the
results of the other measures will also be considered.
Once the urban and rural variables have been created to divide the election
results, I also created a variable for North and South regions. Because of the wholly
different nature of politics developing in the South as compared to other states in the
union, it is imperative to evaluate whether over time differences are indicative of an
urban and rural cleavage, or if they are more likely caused by northern and southern
regionalism. In this instance, the South variable accounts for the 11 states of the
South: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina,
South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia. The North constitutes all of the
other states excluded from the “South” variable.
Once the variables for both urban/rural and North/South were created, I then
graphed the percentage of vote for both the Republican and Democratic Party for
each election year. The line graphs each contain two series-- rural 10K or less and
urban 100k.6 Each graph represents either the Democratic or the Republican results

5

The two other definitions tested are: 1) Define rural as 10,000 voters or less per county and urban as
100,000 voters or more per county and 2) Define rural as 3,000 voters or less per county and urban as
100,000 voters or more per county.
6
Each series was also run with two additional series: Non-Rural 10K and Non-Urban 100K. These
two measures were included to see if there were discernable differences between the rural and urban
counties, and those counties in which populations were the same, but location in an MSA was
different. Non-Rural 10K measured counties that had a population of 10,000 or less, but according to
the Department of Agriculture‟s ERS rural-urban continuum, fell inside an MSA. The Non-Urban
100K measured counties that had a population of 100,000 or greater, but that fell outside of an MSA.
Both measures are not shown because of the small number of counties that were generated to fall into
either of these categories- and those that did showed such extremely similar results to those provided.
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for the presidential elections of 1888-2008. Separate graphs show each party‟s
success regionally, using the South and North designations.
Along with graphing the results, I will also use the county level data to run a
time series regression analysis. This allows me to examine the effect that previous
elections have on the more recent elections, as well as what events over time have led
to changes in the gap between rural and urban voters. Major events such as the New
Deal (1932), the Civil Rights Movement (1960s), and the Reagan Administration
(1980s) will be considered because each has resulted in cultural changes that have the
potential to affect long-term voting behavior.

Findings
Figure 2.1 shows presidential election results for the Democratic candidate in
two demographic areas: rural (10,000 population or less), and urban (100,000
population or more). In figure 2.1, we see that overall, the voting pattern of both
groups follows a similar pattern over time. While both groups start with similar
support for Grover Cleveland in 1888, there is a divergence between the rural and
urban voters in the next few elections, with rural voters abruptly changing their
electoral choice to the Republican candidate in 1892. In 1896, though, Bryan was
able to garner close to 50% of the rural vote, which can be attributed to his support
for silver coinage. At the same time, Democratic support among urban voters
dropped to 37% as they were on the other side of the coinage issue.
Both urban and rural voters show the same trend lines around 1900, with an
increase in Democratic voting throughout the next five presidential elections (1900-
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1920). The rural electorate actually showed stronger support for the Democrats at
this time with rural voters propelling Woodrow Wilson to his second term in 1916.
The 1920‟s, however, saw Democratic support decline among both groups, with
urban voters giving the Democratic candidate only 28 support in 1924.

Data: U.S. Historical Election Returns and General Elections Data Databases.

From the depths of Democratic voting in 1928, the party‟s support
precipitously rises as the Great Depression occurs. We see strong Democratic voting
among both groups in 1932 and 1936. Rural residents, though, were once again the
most Democratic of both groups, with the pinnacle of rural Democratic voting at
around 62%. Even urban voters, who had been the least supportive of Democratic
candidates up to this point voted Democrat right at 60% in the 1936 election, which
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saw Franklin Delano Roosevelt reelected to the presidency. Democratic fortunes
waned after FDR‟s rise, and we see the Democratic Party lose support from all voters
through 1956, though this downfall did not lead to the low levels of support we see in
the early 1920‟. Here, the rural electorate is actually the least supportive of the
Democratic ticket, and their support only fell to 40%.
Democratic support once again rose in the 1960‟s, with another peak of
support for the Democratic candidate between the elections of 1964 and 1968. As
Lyndon Johnson had overwhelmingly won the election in 1964, the parties were
almost tied in their national electoral support in 1968, as President Nixon won in an
extremely tight race. However, by looking at Figure 2.1, we see that this is an
important contest for examining the rural-urban split because it was the first time in
which the Democratic candidate did better in urban areas than in rural areas, a trend
that continues today with only one rural blip for the Democratic candidate in 1976.7
In 1976, rural areas and southerners did once more support the Democratic
candidate for president, when one of their own, Jimmy Carter, ran for, and won, the
presidency. Urban areas also supported Carter, though the two parties nearly split the
vote 50-50 in the very close election. After 1976, the rural vote for Democratic
candidates wanes and stays much lower than that of urban voters throughout the most
recent election of 2008. Rural residents have been the much less likely to vote for the
Democratic candidate since 1980, with the exception of a short rise of rural support at
the beginning of the 1990s. Since then, the rural Democratic vote has been in decline
over the past 14 years, culminating in 2008 in the largest difference we have seen in
7

Figure One does show that the Democratic candidate did better in urban areas than in rural areas in
1892- this is attributed to Grover Cleveland‟s support for the gold standard for money, which was
supported by bankers and business, most often found in urban areas, particularly in that era.
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voting between urban and rural voters. At the end of the graph on figure 2.1, we see,
as we would expect, that the rural areas were the least likely to vote Democratic,
while the urban counties have been much more likely to vote for the Democratic
candidate since 1984. While it is worthwhile noting that the overall voting in rural
areas for Democratic presidential candidates increased in the last election (2008), we
should also note that Democratic voting was up overall in all areas, and even with the
increase, the gap between voting in rural and urban areas stayed as wide as it has been
in the previous two elections.
As would be expected, for most of the time period examined here, the
Republican Party has seen its success rise and fall in the opposite manner when
compared to the Democratic Party. Strong urban support marks the success that the
Republican Party had in the 1890s and through 1908. The election of 1912 marked
the lowest support the Republican Party received, after the party split with Theodore
Roosevelt creating the Progressive Party and taking Republican supporters with him.
William Howard Taft faired poorly with all four groups shown (see appendix A for
the graphs representing Republican voting over time); the most support Taft was able
to garner was from the urban voters, a measly 24%. The Republicans, however, were
able to rebound quickly as their candidate had a much better showing in the 1924
election, when Calvin Coolidge did very well across the demographic groups shown
here8.
Clearly, Republican presidential support took a hit during the Great
Depression, when their candidate in 1932, Herbert Hoover, was unable to escape

8

The election of 1924 also had a third-party candidate from the Progressive Party; however, Robert M.
La Follette was only able to win his home state of Wisconsin, garnering 16.6% of the total vote.
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blame for the current economic problems. The Republican Party did farer better after
the Great Depression and its direct aftermath, as Republican support rose from the
1930s into the 1950s. The Republican nominee in 1956, Dwight Eisenhower, did
quite well among all demographic groups.
From the 1950‟s until the current election, the Republican candidates for
president have had peaks and valleys in their electoral support. Yet even in the
elections in which they have not nationally done well, their “bad” times are not that
bad, with the lowest level of support for the Republican candidate coming in 1992,
when George H.W. Bush was only able to garner support in the upper- 30%.9 The
Republican presidential candidate did very well in 1972, when Richard Nixon
overwhelmingly won, and again in 1984 when Reagan won re-election for a second
term. In both of these electoral contests, the Republican candidate performed well
with all groups, though in each case the rural voters were the most likely to vote for
the GOP candidate, with Nixon winning 64% of the rural vote and Reagan receiving
62% of the rural vote in 1984. The Republicans did not do well electorally in 1992;
however, since then, rural and urban voters have divided themselves in terms of
Republican voting. As the 2000 and 2004 elections show, rural areas have
continually increased their Republican voting. The 2004 election was only eclipsed
by the 1972 election (by one percentage point) as the most Republican rural electorate
in the time series, with well over 60% of rural residents voting for George W. Bush.

9

The 1992 election saw both the Republican and the Democratic candidates for president receive
below 50%. Bill Clinton, the democratic candidate received 43% of the vote, while Republican
George H.W. Bush, received 38%. The third party independent candidate, Ross Perot garnered 19% of
the vote.
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The urban areas, however, were much less likely to vote Republican in last three
elections, with John McCain garnering only 46% of the urban vote in 2008.10
When we break down the urban-rural presidential election vote between North
and South (with North being all areas of the country other than the South), there are
significant differences between the two regions that suggest there is something unique
at the regional level that defines the story of rural and urban presidential voting
behavior. Looking at the northern election results, we see that overall, rural areas are
more Republican than non-rural for most of the elections that we observe. As with
the national Democratic graph, we see that in the elections around the turn of the 20th
century, rural support of the Democratic candidate was not static, with fluctuations of
well over 10% points difference between elections. Voting patterns for both urban
and rural voters become similar during the 1920‟s when the Democratic Party did not
fare well across the country, but particularly in the North, with rural residents only
voting 23% for the Democratic candidate in 1924.

10

The results for the same election series 1888-2004, using a definition of rural as 3,000 voters or less
in a county are in Appendix B. These data, like the ones described above, have four categories that
show the presidential voting patterns for “Rural” (defined as counties that have 3,000 voters or less)
“Non-Rural” (counties that have 3,000 or less voters but are not in a rural area); “Urban” (counties that
have 100,000 or more voters) and “Non-Urban” (counties that have 100,000 or more voters but are not
in a urban area). While these data look similar to the graphs presented above, there is one major
difference and that is the results for rural counties that have less than 3,000 voters. In both the
Republican and Democratic graphs, the rural areas have dramatic differences in their vote results as
compared to the other three groups- in the graph that depicts the results of Republican voting, the rural
demographic retains low voting for the Republican from 1912 through 1968, In this case, low means
much less than the other three demographic groups. In 1932, for example, the rural demographic
registered a little more than 20% vote for the Republican candidate, while the next lowest voting
group, was the urban 100K population counties that have over 40% support for the Republican
candidate. The rural area does not rebound to the same pattern of voting as the other groups until
1968. In the same respect, when considering the vote for democrats, when the rural demographic is
broken down by counties with 3,000 voting population, in 1932, when all demographics vote heavily
for the Democratic candidate, the rural areas are overwhelmingly Democratic, capturing close to 80%
of the vote. As the same time, rural voting for the Democratic candidate seems to stay remarkably
high (in comparison with the other categories) until 1948, when the rural vote for Democratic
candidates becomes more like the other demographics.
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While the trends are quite similar, we can see a split forming in the 1940
election, wherein the rural voters become more Republican than their urban
counterparts. While both demographics maintain higher levels of voting Republican,
there are some elections that highlight an even greater rural Republican voting pattern
in the North. In 1952, rural northern voters overwhelmingly supported Eisenhower
with 66% of their vote going to him. Also, in more recent elections rural northern
residents voted for the Republicans (specifically 1980, 1984, 200, and 2004). The
only recent elections in which the rural North did not vote strongly Republican were
the two Clinton elections in 1992 and 1996.

Data: U.S. Historical Election Returns and General Elections Data Databases.
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The breakdown of southern and northern presidential election voting shows
that in the South, overall rural voting is much more Democratic throughout most of
the time frame studied here. The rural South is more Democratic than its northern
counterpart in all but two presidential elections (1968 and 1972). While the North
has become more Democratic over time, these results in the rural areas may be due to
the methodology used in this study. The northern population in this project includes
all of the states other than the eleven southern states; therefore, the rural population of
the North is also taking into account rural residents in the West and Midwest which
may result in less support for the Democratic candidate then might be expected if just
considering the states of the Northeast. Also, Figure 2.3 shows that the urban South
was more Democratic in voting than their rural counterparts in earlier elections-- this
may also be a bit misleading, due to the fact that in the first half the 20th century there
were few southern areas that where defined as urban (over 100,000 residents).
Nevertheless, even the rural and non-rural areas are all over 50% in support for the
Democratic candidate. It is not until 1964-1972 that the southern vote precipitously
declines for the Democratic Party. It then rebounds for the following election, when
Jimmy Carter, of Georgia, runs for president. However, after Carter, the southern
vote for Democrats continues to decline and since 1980, the southern vote for
Democratic candidates has been lower than 50% in every election.
The graph for Republican voting in the South (see appendix A, Figure 2.3)
shows that, for most of the time series being examined, there is a pattern of very low
Republican voting throughout urban and rural areas.

The electoral fortunes of the

Republican Party in the South changed in 1968, when all areas started to vote for the
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Republican candidate more so than the Democratic candidates. While there was a dip
in southern support for the Republican candidate during the Clinton elections, overall,
there has been a downward trend in Democratic support and an upward trend in
Republican support in both the rural and non-rural areas in the South. When
examining the second set of figures, which look at rural areas by their voting
population of 3,000 or less, there is a more distinguishable difference between the
rural areas and their support for the Democratic candidates than other areas. There is
a discernable gap between rural areas and non-rural areas in terms of support for the
Democratic candidate for president up through the 1950s. It is only then that all
groups become more similar, and soon after, they all start the downward decline in
Democratic presidential support in the South.

Data: U.S. Historical Election Returns and General Elections Data Databases.
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The next step was to look at a time series analysis of the data to see if
competition, previous elections, and/or other significant political events in American
history had an affect on the urban-rural gap in election results. Along with
accounting for the time lag from the previous elections, I also included dummy
variables for the New Deal legislation (1932), the post Civil Rights era (1960s) and
the Reagan Administration (1980). Each of these events was important to American
politics and the political party system and may have had a significant, long term
effect on presidential voting. These events will also help to demonstrate if the urbanrural gap in voting is something that has been around for quite some time, or if it is a
newer political phenomenon. Table 2.1 shows the results of the time series regression
analysis when we consider the effect of competition, as well as the post-Civil Rights
era, and the impact of the Reagan Administration.11 As the results show, when we
gauge the effect of competition on the urban-rural voting gap, the analysis shows that
close competition alone does not help to explain the widening gap in presidential
voting. For example, just looking at competition alone, we see that a point increase in
competition will only add 0.049% to the gap, at a rate which is not statistically
significant. However, when we consider the results from the other two events, we
find that these events do have a significant effect on the urban-rural voting gap. The
Civil Rights era variable indicates that, in the period since 1964, the gap is larger by
4.10% then it was before. At the same time, the Reagan administration variable
shows that since 1980, the increase in urban-rural gap has grown by 4.76%. The
Civil Rights era had a strong impact on voting as it pushed rural voters (particularly
11

A dummy variable for the New Deal legislation was included in preliminary time series regression
analyses. However, it is not significant in each test in which it was run. Therefore those results are not
included here.
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those in the South) into the Republican Party, while the Reagan administration helped
to solidified the Republican base in rural America, while also drawing in new, young
voters to the party. Thus, these two events have had a strong impact on the gap
between urban and rural voters, while simple competition between the two parties in
the electorate has not has much impact.

Table 2.1 Time Series Analysis of Urban-Rural Gap
Independent Variables

Competition

Coefficient
(SE)

Coefficient
(SE)

Coefficient
(SE)

0.049
(0.059)

0.072
(0.061)

0.056
(0.061)

Post Civil Rights

4.102*
(1.986)

Reagan
Administration

4.760*
(2.025)

Constant
Ρ
Durbin-Watson Statistics

N

0.784
(5.576)
.66

-3.067
(5.733)
.51

-1.460
5.575
.48

1.95
31

1.88
31

1.79
31

Standard errors in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
Source: Data compiled from author based on ICPSR County Level Pooled Data.
Competition is defined here as the difference between Republican and Democratic percentage of the
vote.
Post Civil Rights and Reagan Administration are dummy variables.

Again, because the North-South divide has received more attention than the
rural-urban divide in recent years, I break down the results by North and South to
determine how these variables relate to the urban-rural gap. Looking at Table 2.2, we

35

see that in the North, the coefficient for competition in the electorate is insignificant,
but that the Reagan Administration variable has a strong positive effect on the urbanrural gap in the North; In other words, since 1980, the voting gap between urban and
rural areas in the North is larger than it was before. At the same time, when we look
at the urban-rural gap in the South, we see the opposite effect. While the result is not
a significant finding, we do still find a negative effect on the gap, meaning that since
1980, the gap between urban and rural voters in the South has diminished. These
results are quite interesting because they show that the Republican Party has been
able to overcome the urban-rural gap in the South to have success in both areas within
the region. The similarity shown by the votes within the region was a surprising
finding, and one that helps to show the importance of considering both urban-rural
and regional differences that may be at play.
Table 2.2 Time Series Analysis of Urban-Rural Gap North and
South
Independent Variables

Competition

Reagan
Administration

Constant
Ρ
Durbin-Watson Statistics

N

North

South

Coefficient
(SE)

Coefficient
(SE)

0.131
(.108)

0.073
(0.068)

7.972**

-0.771

(2.279)

(1.359)

-15.415
(9.132)

3.747
5.559

.06

-0.004

1.90
31

1.90
31

Standard errors in parentheses.
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***P<0.001
Source: data complied from author based on ICPSR County Level Pooled
Data.
Competition is defined here as the difference between Republican and
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Democratic percentage of the vote.
Post Civil Rights and Reagan Administration are dummy variables.

Discussion
Over time, we have seen that major sociopolitical events have precipitated
political changes in the choices that the electorate makes for the Presidency. The
events can be economic, such as the silver coinage debate, and the effects of the Great
Depression, or they can be more cultural in nature, as was the change that we saw
after the enactment of Civil Rights legislation in the 1960s, and the effect of the
Reagan administration in the 1980s. While the reaction to the Great Depression saw
a monumental shift of all demographics into the Democratic Party, most changes in
the electorate reflect the movement of subsets of the population; in other words, we
can look to specific groups of voters over time that changed their party affiliation at
the ballot box as a reaction to current events. Even the sweeping support of the
Democratic Party in the early 1930‟s was not sustained as only northern urban centers
were changed permanently.
The changes that we do see in the electorate, and have been illustrated in this
project, are largely over time the result of regional change. In other words, there has
been a dramatic divergence between the southern region and the North (in this case,
being the rest of the country) in their presidential voting patterns. Over time, each
region has had some fluctuation, but in general, their patterns are close to being
mirror images of one another. Of course, the exception to this rule came in 1976
when Jimmy Carter, a fellow southerner ran, and won in the South as a Democrat.
Even as Bill Clinton, a native of Arkansas was able to garner some southern support
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for his presidential bids in 1992, and 1996, he was unable to stem the tide of support
that had begun for the Republican Party in the South. Recent elections have shown
that the southern region could once again be referred to as the “solid south” but now
because of their Republican leanings instead of being the solid Democratic stronghold
the region once been. (For extensive analysis of the potential for a “one-party” South
again, see Hayes and McKee 2008)
At the same time, the North has experienced change over time in their
presidential voting, though not with the same complete transformation that we have
seen in the South. Over time, the Democratic Party has seen their support grow in the
region, with the turning point being the elections that followed the Great Depression.
In particular, urban centers that previously had been Republican, voted in Roosevelt
in 1932. This election marked a turning point as support for the Democratic
candidates continued over time, to where today, the Northeast is more or less viewed
as a given for the Democratic presidential candidates, which is largely a product of
the cities that were transformed decades ago.
However, as the transformation of the urban centers in the North
demonstrates, changes have taken place in the urban and rural areas within each
region as well, showing that there is something more than regionalism taking place.
In the North, while we see the Democratic Party making great strides after the Great
Depression, Figure 2.2 also shows that, in the mid-1940‟s, a divide begins between
the urban centers and the rural populations. Since the 1940‟s there has usually been
at least a 5-6% difference in the support for the Democratic candidate, with the urban
areas providing more support. The rural areas, while not overwhelmingly Republican
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in their support, do not fare as strong as their urban counterparts in support of the
Democratic presidential candidate.
In the South, electoral support has been much more static in favor of the
Democratic Party over time; from the 1930‟s until the 1960‟s there is no sign of a
great divergence between the urban and rural areas. After the Civil Rights movement
in the 1960‟s we start to see some change in the southern urban and rural electorate.
Post 1960‟s residents of the rural South took longer to re-affiliate themselves with the
Republican Party, than those in the urban South, whose decline in Democratic
presidential voting was more abrupt.
While over time the most evident the regional differences between the North
and the South are in terms of the electorate‟s choice for president, the figures also
show an even more interesting trend starting to take shape. In Figures 2.1 and 2.2, we
can see that in the most recent elections, the divide between the urban and rural
electorate has grown substantially – the gap is now bigger than in any other time
period and has grown quickly. Since 1992, we have seen a strong divergence in the
national electorate between the urban and rural voters in their choice for president; at
the same time, we have seen a similar cleavage form in the North since the 1988
election. The South has retained its Republican label in all areas, so while there is
some variation between the urban and rural centers, the difference is very small. It is
important to note however, that while both areas are strongly Republican, the rural
South has in the past few elections become the most Republican of all areas in the
South, where before, we saw the urban centers make the most dramatic change in
support of the republican candidate.
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Furthermore, the time series regression shows that when we consider just
simply competition between the two parties, there is not much over time change in
the rural-urban gap, suggesting that there are some other factors generating the
difference. When we consider the impact of the Civil Rights era and the Reagan
administration and the effect they had on voters, we see where we can account for the
gap between the urban and rural voters. We can also see a similar change taking
place when we run a time series regression on the North (again, this includes every
state except southern states). The regression shows that the gap between the northern
urban and rural electorate is a product of cotemporary political activity. At the same
time, the southern electorate actually shows voters in all regions of the South have
become more Republican since the 1960s, and especially since 1980.
By looking at both the figures and the time series regression analysis results,
we see that the urban-rural gap that we know today is a contemporary phenomenon.
Only since the 1960s have we seen an urban-rural difference, instead of a regional
cleavage. Although the South remains an outlier in these results, there is a gap in the
North as well. So, the question becomes, why? What has occurred since the 1960s
that has created a political divide between urban and rural voters? Though the Civil
Rights era was flush with racial strife in the South, that answer does not suffice when
we consider the gap that we see throughout the country. What other factors can
account for this gap?
In the following chapters, I will examine what factors may be responsible for
the urban-- rural gap we saw by looking at voting behavior. I will explore political
attitudes between the two groups to determine what differences exist and what affect
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that has on vote choice. This includes examining the core values of voters and how
they differ between urban and rural residents to determine which political attitudes
have helped create this cleavage over the past 50 years. I will also consider other
questions that are more sociological in nature, to determine what affect place has on a
residents political attitudes. These questions should help us to have a stronger
understanding of the present-day urban-rural political gap.

41

Chapter 3: Party Identification and Vote Choice

With the understanding that the urban-rural gap in presidential voting is a
contemporary phenomenon, it begs the question of what is different in these
geographical areas that has made their voting patterns diverge in recent presidential
elections. We know that there are basic differences in the demographics of rural and
urban residents. Can those well-known variables account for this gap in presidential
voting, or is there something else about rural residents that can help explain what we
are seeing? Can the community as a whole have an influence on voters in the rural
electorate beyond the influence of the “typical” independent variables (individuals‟
basic demographic characteristics)? In this chapter, I explore the basic political
behavior variables of self-reported party identification and vote choice. While
utilizing the independent variables that we generally associate with explaining
political behavior, I also include a variable for “rural residence” to see if there is an
independent effect of residence on political behavior. I find that rural residence has a
significant effect on both a respondent‟s vote choice and their party identification.
While vote choice is greatly influenced by rural residence, it has a very small impact
on self-reported party identification. These results suggest that contextual variables
are important and worth considering when we examine political behavior and activity.
In the realm of rural politics literature, we know little about the electorate.
What we do know is typically outdated and relies on demographics that are not as
informative today as compared to early decades. While we know that rural residents
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do share certain attributes, such as being more religious and less educated than their
urban counterparts, should we rely on these measures alone to determine what makes
the rural electorate different from urban voters? Examining the effect of rural
residence itself can possibly add another layer of understanding to what we already
know about these voters.
This analysis also provides evidence that contextual variables can have a
significant independent effect on political behavior. “Place” can affect behavior as
much as other, more commonly used compositional variables, such as religion,
education, and income. Understanding what effect community norms and social
interactions can have on political behavior helps to establish what is unique about
rural voters and why as a subset of the national electorate, we should be paying as
much attention to their behavior as we do to their urban and suburban counterparts.

Literature Review
The literature on rural political behavior is somewhat thin and outdated; this
does not mean that we know nothing about the rural electorate. National survey
results show that rural residents on average are more white, less affluent, less
educated, and older than the rest of the national electorate. Rural residents are also
more religiously devout (they are more likely to attend religious services, and they are
not only more likely to be Christian, but more evangelical as well. These identifying
characteristics also help to explain why the rural electorate is more conservative in
nature: they are more likely to oppose abortion rights, as well as gay marriage, and
they are more likely to own guns. Despite knowing these characteristics, we also
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know that the rural electorate is not diametrically opposite to all other voters in the
national electorate. Suburban voters are as likely to state their party identification as
Republican as are rural voters (Gimpel and Karnes 2006). So despite these factors,
what else might we know about the rural electorate that can help explain the gap that
we see in voting between rural and urban areas?
Thomas Frank‟s What’s the Matter with Kansas (2004) explored the question
of why rural voters were aligning themselves with the Republican Party. Why, Frank
asks, do rural voters vote against their economic interest and vote for the Republican
Party – the party of corporate and big business interests according to Frank? After
exploring his home state of Kansas, Frank comes to the conclusion that rural voters
are simply being duped into voting Republican. The Republican Party has managed
to change the message and focus on social issues instead of economics, and therefore
have convinced the rural electorate that those issues are more important while leaving
them in economic despair. Despite the popularity of Frank‟s book, his theory has
been critiqued by some in the academic literature. Bartels (2006) has argued that all
members of the electorate, regardless of where they live, have interest in economic
conditions. Gimpel and Karnes (2006) also consider the role of economic interest in
rural voting, and consider different reasons why rural residents are voting Republican
other than Frank‟s theory that they are not smart enough to do otherwise. The first is
to consider that the rural electorate as a whole is very homogeneous, economically
speaking. The level of economic inequality in rural areas is very small compared to
that in the suburbs, and in particular, urban areas. When a person is not faced with
economic inequality everyday, s/he is less likely to consider it to be the most
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important issue in deciding which party to vote for. Also, rural areas are more likely
to have static economic conditions. In other words, the economy does not seem to
change a lot in rural areas no matter what party is in power in Washington; therefore
rural residents may not consider their own economic standing when deciding which
party to vote for, as suburban or urban voters might.
Even with the knowledge of differing opinions about economics, rural voters
still appear to be unique in their political behavior as compared to the other members
of the national electorate. One way to observe these differences is by examining the
impact of place on political behavior. What effect does living in a particular location
(in this instance, a rural location) have on a person‟s party identification and vote
choice? There are two main theories that are used to determine the independent effect
of place on political behavior: the compositional approach and the contextual
approach.
Let‟s first consider the demographics that we already know. As stated earlier,
rural voters are more white, elderly, religious, less affluent and less educated then
their suburban and urban counterparts. These are all considered compositional
factors. When considering the importance of place, compositional factors help to
explain how location reflects the social groups that are there. In other words, place is
important because it helps to explain which groups of people are in an area, which in
turn can help to explain their political behavior (Gimpel and Schuknecht 2004; see
also Johnston, Shelley, and Taylor 1990; Archer and Taylor 1981).
While compositional theory argues that there is no influence coming from
place (Huckfeldt 1986; Key 1964; Wirt et al. 1972), the contextual theoretical
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approach argues that place itself does have an independent effect on the political
behavior of those who live there. Instead of simply signifying an area where
particular groups of people live, the contextual approach argues that even after
accounting for the characteristics of those groups, there is still a place or local effect
that can influence behavior. Place can have a socialization impact, wherein the
people who live together in a particular area can influence each other‟s political
choices and attitudes based on their social interactions with one another (Huckfeldt
and Sprague 1995; MacKuen and Brown 1987; Mutz 2002). Therefore, individual‟s
political behavior can be analyzed by their own characteristics as well as the
characteristics of their community, and the interactions between the individual and
their fellow residents (Baybeck and Huckfedlt 2002; Boyd and Iverson 1979;
Huckfeldt 1986; Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995).
As Gimpel and Schuknecht (2004) explain, you can examine the political
behavior of two groups of people who share many of the same compositional traits
(education, income, race, etc.) but the two groups may demonstrate different political
behavior (voting for different parties in a national election). Despite having similar
individual traits, the two groups live in different areas, and therefore, have different
people they interact with, and accordingly, different people who have an influence on
their behavior (p. 3). There has been a lot of work done on the influence of social
interactions on political behavior (Baybeck and Huckfeldt 2002; Huckfeldt 1986;
Huckfeldt et al 1995; Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995; Putnam 1966; Berelson,
Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954). The role of place in this instance is a significant
factor even after having taken the individual traits into account-- so in other words,
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“place” can have a significant, independent effect on political behavior (Huckfeldt
1986; Kuklinski, Cobb, and Gilens 1997; Johnson, Shivley, and Stein 2002).
Discussing the difference between compositional and contextual variables is not to
suggest that we must rely on one or the other-- they are not mutually exclusive, and
we can learn valuable information from both when studying political behavior
(Johnston and Pattie 2006).
While this chapter examines political behavior while taking into consideration
the contextual variable of place, there is some discussion in the literature that
contextual variables are not as telling as they once were due to circumstances
concerning the “nationalization” of American politics. Through citizens‟ increased
mobility and the improvements made to technology, there is the potential that
geography is not an accurate measure of a persons “community” and their social
connections (Baybeck and Huckfeldt 2002). With this in mind, it is reasonable to
question if geographic boundaries such as counties, are relevant in terms of
explaining a person‟s social interactions. The question is whether residence has an
impact on “social context” on top of the other daily interactions that individuals have
(Huckfeldt et al., 2000). This, some contend, results in there being smaller
differences between populations no matter where they happen to be physically
located (Agnew 1987; 1988; Lunch 1987; Petrocik 1987; Reynolds 1990; Chapman
1979). I do not contend that technology has brought people together; however, this
fact of modern American life does not mean that, despite these changes to society as a
whole, the explanatory value of “place” has been eliminated. Through studying a
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large sample of the population, we can gain a better understanding of what “place” is
and means to people (Groat 1995; Altman and Low 1992).

When examining the contextual effect of place on political behavior, we must
consider the political activities themselves, and how social interactions and
community (what we are actually exploring when we talk about place) can impact
those behaviors. Previous literature demonstrates that social context can play a role
in shaping political behavior (Sprague 1982; Miller 1956; Brown 1981; 1987;
Weatherford 1982; Butler and Stokes 1969; Miller 1977). Party identification has
long been accepted by political scientists as being stable over time for most
individuals (MacKuen et al., 1992, though for a critique see MacKuen et al.., 1989).
The same can be said for party identification in the aggregate as well (Miller 1991;
Campbell et al., 1960). This is to be expected- as we know that party identification
often originates from an individual‟s family‟s political behavior (MacKuen and
Brown 1987), and that once ascribed to this political persuasion, it typically remains
quite static over time. While to some extent this might call into question the effect of
location on an individual‟s party identification, some scholarship suggests that those
individuals who are more mobile and have stronger ties within social networks are
more likely to change their party identification than those individuals who are not
normally mobile and do not have as many connections within the community
(Abramson 1972). This poses an intriguing question concerning the rural electorate.
Rural residents are less likely to be mobile and more likely to have lived in the same
place for most of their lives, so we would assume that rural residents would be less
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likely to change their party identification over time- due to community norms and due
to their lack of mobility into different social contexts.
As compared to party identification, vote choice will more likely be
influenced by an individual‟s social context. MacKuen and Brown (1987) suggest
that while party identification is oftentimes stable, vote choice has a better chance of
being effected by social context. Political elections are dynamic-- everyday in a
presidential campaign brings new stump speeches, new press releases and seemingly
a new scandal of some type. All of these events are then broadcast through the
internet and the cable news networks to the electorate. Because of the continually
changing dynamics of a campaign, individuals are more likely to talk with other
people in their social contexts about the candidates and the upcoming election. These
conversations help to shape an individual‟s social network, and therefore can have a
significant impact on their views of the campaign, and their eventual candidate
choice.
This is not to say that explaining the effect the of social context on an
individual‟s political behavior is a perfect science. Even though there is a lot of
literature that uses social context as a variable to help explain political behavior, there
are still methodological questions concerning how to determine what an individual‟s
social context actually is. Clearly there are a lot of different groups that individuals
could belong to that may shape his/hers political knowledge and experiences. Prysby
(1976) examines how contextual effect can “get lost” within other variables that
influence political behavior. There are also questions regarding how context should
be operationalized (see Huckfeldt 1983; McPhee 1963). One issue that is raised
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concerning contextual effects is a concern about how many social networks one
individual might belong to. Baybeck and Huckfeldt (2002) argue that one individual
might live in one community, work in another, and attend religious services in yet
another place. While this argument raises an important point, when considering rural
residence, there is a good chance that this issue will not be as problematic as it may
be in other areas. Most rural residents are likely to work and attend other community
functions (religious services, school functions) in the same location that they live in.
While in this instance individuals may still have different social networks to which
they belong, it is more likely than not that these different networks are mostly made
up of the same people.
We already have a good understanding of the characteristics of the rural
electorate. In the previous chapter, we see a large gap has grown between the urban
and rural electorate in terms of presidential voting. Can those compositional effects
that we are already familiar with explain this voting gap, or does place itself also have
an independent effect on rural political behavior? From the previous literature, we
would expect that rural residence should have a strong impact on vote choice. The
literature is slight more mixed in terms of the influence of place on party
identification. While the rural social network is less dense than that of the urban
electorate, we would expect to see a smaller impact of place on party identification.
At the same time, the rural social network is more homogenous which suggest that it
will reinforce already standing self-reported party identification.
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Data and Methods
To examine the party identification and presidential vote choice of rural
residents, data from the Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) is utilized.
The study employs a large national sample, exceeding 30,000 respondents for the
common content questions, which provides a larger rural sample than most other data
sources (between 2,000-3,000 respondents) (See Giles and Buckner 1993; Baybeck
and Huckfeldt 2002 for problems with collecting survey data from specified areas).
The CCES is intended to provide such a large sample for the purposes of examining
political preferences and attitudes within states and across the nation. Considering
political identification, the CCES asks respondents to self identify which party and
political ideology they identify with. The study also asks respondents to report which
candidate they voted for in both national and state elections.
In order to examine party identification, data from both the 2006 and the 2008
CCES is analyzed. Presidential vote choice is analyzed using the 2008 CCES data.
(Tests were run on data from both 2006 & 2008 considering Senate and Governor
vote choice as well. However, due to a small sample because of different states‟
election schedules for such offices, the resulting findings were inconclusive as to the
effect of rural residence on vote choice for offices other than the President.)
I employ an ordinary least-squares regression analysis in order to test the
effect of rural residence as an independent factor on the respondent‟s party
identification. Using the seven-point party identification scale, I cluster together the
answer choices that fall under Democratic Party identification (Strong Democrat, Not
Strong Democrat, Lean Democrat) as well as doing the same for the Republican
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choices. Common compositional independent variables are included in the analysis,
including race (a dummy variable for white), education (5 categories from high
school graduate to professional school graduate), religion (both denominations and
religious service attendance, as well as a “born again Christian” dummy variable),
income, and age (in this case, age tests for respondents that are 65 or older).
However, the independent variable that I am most interested in is the “rural” variable
which represents those respondents who live in counties with a population of 25,000
or less. MacKuen and Brown (1987) find that the use of county as a level of analysis
is appropriate when considering the influence of contextual effects on political
behavior. Using county level data as a location variable is common and is a level of
analysis in which there is a considerable amount of data available (see also Putnam
1966).
The same regression analysis is run with a rural variable that identifies a
population of 10,000 or less as rural, as well as with a density measure that represents
1,000s of people per square mile to identify rural areas instead of population (see
McKee and Teigen 2009 for a similar study using county population density). Even
with the encouraging size of the rural sample of the CCES, using 10,000 as the
maximum rural population value provides a small sample, and therefore, unreliable
results. The density measure does provide reliable results. However, the results are
highly similar to those found using the 25,000 or below population measure. The
effect of ideology is also tested, with the base model run twice (once with the full
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ideology variable, and once with separate “liberal” and “conservative” dummy
variables)12.
In order to examine the vote choice of rural residents, I run a logistic
regression analysis on presidential vote choice using data from the 2008 CCES. The
same independent variables that were used when considering party identification are
also used here to determine the predicted probability of voting for McCain (race,
education, religion, income, and age). Also, as was the case with party identification,
the base model is run in numerous iterations using different measures for ideology
and party identification. A measure of density is again substituted for the “rural”
population variable. As stated above, an examination of vote choice for lower offices
resulted in inconclusive results due to a much smaller sample size, as well as a nonnational sample, would make generalizations about the rural electorate unreliable as
well.
Findings
Based on what we know of rural voting in recent elections, and common
working assumptions of the rural electorate, we would expect that rural residents
would be more likely to identify with the Republican Party. However, when looking
at the results from the regression analysis, we see that the relationship with the
Republican Party is not as solid as we might assume. Table 3.1 reports the results
from both the 2006 and 2008 CCES. In 2006, we see that rural residence (with
“rural” being defined as 25,000 residents or below per county) is significant even

12

I ran the base model with the full ideology variable and then with separate “liberal” and
“conservative” dummy variables to see if there was any statistical difference using the different
variables to try and understand the impact of ideology. However, the results were highly similar using
both models.
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after taking into account the effect of other compositional variables. Looking
specifically at 2006, we see that rural residence has a significant effect on
respondent‟s party identification; in particular, it helps to explain their association
with the Republican Party. While the “rural” variable is not necessarily a strong
significant result, it does compare favorably with some of the compositional variables
that are considered integral in determining political behavior. The results show that
“rural” as a place variable finds similar results to the variable representing Catholic
faith, as well as the age variable (representing respondents who are 65 or older).
Other variables, such as ideology, race, income (with the exception of the middle
income bracket 80-100K), and born again Christian, show a much stronger effect on
party identification than rural residence.
When the county density variable is used in place of the county population
variable, the resulting data show that residing in lower density counties (the more
rural counties) significantly effects the respondents‟ self-reported party identification.
Interestingly, the resulting coefficient is in the wrong direction. In other words, living
in a low density county significantly contributes to a resident self reporting their
political identification with the Democratic Party. As was the case with the “rural”
variable by county population, other compositional variables in the density model are
significant factors in the respondent‟s party identification: the race variable, as well as
religious variables for Protestant, attending church weekly, and identifying as a born
again Christian, are all significant, affecting Republican Party identification of the
respondent. The two highest income variables (100,000-150,000 per year, and
150,000 or higher per year) and the ideology variable are also significant factors in
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predicting Republican Party identification. The two lowest income variables are the
only other variables that more likely to have respondents associating with the
Democratic Party.
Table 3.1- CCES 7 Point Ideology Scale OLS Results with Ideology Variable
2006
2008
Rural 25K or Below
.095
-.123
(.042)*
(.047)**
White
.619
.888
(.030)***
(.024)***
High School Education
-.016
.132
(.064)
(.053)**
Some College Education
-.045
.309
(.067)
(.055)***
2 Year College Degree
-.120
.374
(.075)
(.063)***
Bachelor‟s Degree
.081
.321
(.069)
(.056)***
Post Graduate Degree
-.066
.129
(.074)
(.064)*
Attend church more than
.118
.095
once a week
(.036)***
(.036)**
Attend church a few
-.013
.084
times a month
(.043)
(.036)**
Almost never attends church
-.002
.106
(.034)
(.029)***
Protestant
.102
.177
(.030)***
(.027)***
Catholic
.077
.075
(.033)*
(.029)**
Jewish
-.162
-.439
(2.914)
(.077)***
Born Again Christian
.138
.224
(.030)***
(.027)***
Income 0-20K
-.384
-.218
(.050)***
(.035)***
Income 20-40K
-.194
-.183
(.033)***
(.027)***
Income80-100K
.068
.047
(.043)
(.039)
Income 100-150K
.186
.099
(.039)***
(.035)**
Income 150K and above
.239
.203
(.054)***
(.047)***
Age 65 or Older
-.116
.010
(.039)**
(.028)
Ideology
1.339
1.257
(.013)***
(.011)***
Constant
-.913
-1.463
(.091)***
(.071)***
Data: 2006 and 2008 CCES. ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
2006: Rural Population 25K and below: 2,687. 2008: Rural Population 25K and below: 1, 727.
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Looking again at Table 3.1, we see that the 2008 results for party
identification are even less encouraging for the assumption that rural residents are
overwhelmingly Republican. In the 2008 CCES, rural residence had an even greater
significant effect on party identification; however, the findings show that rural
residence is more likely to be associated with Democratic Party identification, not
Republican. The rural residence variable is only one of two that we see change
direction between 2006 and 2008 – the variable for “age 65 or over” is the other. The
remaining compositional variables react the way that we would expect when
considering their impact on party identification. Models using both county
population and county density measures are significant when considering
respondent‟s party identification. Both show that rural residents are more likely to
identify with the Democratic Party. The 2008 results also show that all of the
variables included in the model are significant factors in party identification with the
exception of the variable for “income 80-100K”.
After considering the mixed results that we find regarding the effect of “rural”
on party identification, we turn to Table 3.2 to look at what effect rural residence may
have on vote choice. In this case, the results are based on the presidential vote in
2008. The logistic regression analysis shows that the “rural” variable has a very
significant effect on vote choice. Using the county population definition of rural, the
change in probability of a Republican presidential vote increases 8.14%. In other
words, a rural county was 8.14% points more likely to vote Republican in the 2008
presidential election, as compared to counties that were in urban and suburban areas.
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This finding shows that rural residence has a very strong result in terms of effect on
vote choice. It is very similar to the results for compositional variables such as
“having a college degree” (8.3% points), having a post-graduate education (12.9%
points), being Protestant (10% points), never attending church services (8.70%
points) and age over 65 (8.97% points). The rural residence variable also reports a
much stronger effect than some of the income variables that are significant: income 020K (4.5% points), and income 100K-150K 3.9% points). As would be expected, a
respondent‟s party identification and self-reported ideology are extremely significant
in determining presidential vote choice. As was the case with the models of party
identification, the model for presidential vote in 2008, was also run using county
density in place of the population definition. Again, the results were highly similar
and the effect of “rural” was still significant.
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Table 3.2- CCES 2008 Presidential Vote Choice –Logistic Regression Analysis Results
Coefficients
Change in Predicted Probability
Rural 25K or Below
1.386
8.14
(.140)***
White
2.246
19.43
(.124)***
High School Education
.929
-1.82
(.124)
Some College Education
.919
-2.08
(.125)
2 Year College Degree
1.053
1.29
(.159)
Bachelor‟s Degree
.711
-8.39
(.099)*
Post Graduate Degree
.586
-12.90
(.088)***
Attend church more than
1.099
2.36
once a week
(.068)
Attend church a few
.922
-2.02
times a month
(.071)
Almost never attends church
.702
-8.70
(.046)***
Protestant
1.537
10.70
(.088)***
Catholic
2.185
19.26
(.134)***
Jewish
1.262
5.80
(.217)
Born Again Christian
2.067
17.95
(.116)***
Income 0-20K
.612
-11.89
(.053)***
Income 20-40K
.832
-4.55
(.051)***
Income80-100K
1.064
1.54
(.086)
Income 100-150K
1.169
3.90
(.085)
Income 150K and above
.959
-1.02
(.093)
Age 65 or Older
1.433
8.97
(.086)***
Ideology
1.602
52.92
(.035)***
Party Identification
2.805
91.31
(.038)***
Data: 2008 CCES.
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
Predicted Probabilities show change in probability of a Republican vote (McCain)
2008: Rural Population 25K and below: 1,727
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Discussion
When considering the results of using rural residence as a contextual variable
in trying to explain party identification and vote choice, I think the major implication
of the findings is that place matters. Employing a simple place variable along with
the compositional variables that are always taken into account when we analyze
political behavior, we find that rural residence has a strong significant effect when we
consider vote choice. While the results are somewhat mixed when we consider the
role that rural residence plays in party identification, those results still help to explain
what place can mean for political behavior. In exploring party identification, the
findings show that rural residence, as an independent factor, has a significant effect
(even though it is small compared to most other independent compositional factors).
While the importance of rural residence does compare to certain education, income,
and religion variables, the mixed results offer a few different potential story lines for
explaining the effect place can have on party identification.
With an overall significant, independent effect, rural residence clearly has an
impact on self-reported party identification. However, the fact that its effect is not
that big, tells us more about the impact of rural residence then we might assume at
first glance. As a “contextual” variable, rural residence represents the effect of living
in a rural community. It is not a measure that simply accounts for your physical
location-- it is a measure of socialization forces-- how people living in the same area
act the same way independent of their own individual interests. As part of these
socialization forces, we consider the impact of the people‟s neighbors, co-workers,
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fellow church congregation members, or that also serve on the school PTA board for
example. The relationships that are developed through these connections, and how
their overall effect has an impact on the political behavior of the citizens in a
particular area, are “social forces.” So, when we consider party identification there
are a couple of different effects taking place in rural areas with respect to selfreported party identification. For one, we know that rural populations are on average
older than those in other areas. It is these older members of the rural electorate who
are more likely to identify with the Democratic Party. From chapter two, and from
general American political history, we know that there was a time when rural areas
were predictably Democratic in national elections. While it is obvious from the
results in chapter 2 and the current chapter that the rural electorate no longer votes
Democratic, that is not to say that their party identification has changed. Selfreported party identification is exceptionally stable over time, so we may be seeing a
large proportion of rural residents who identify with the Democratic Party, the same
party that their parents and grandparents identified with, but who, giving the change
over time in party platforms, vote Republican and see the Republican Party of today
as lining up the best with their values.13
But if rural residence has a significant impact on presidential vote choice (and
shows that rural areas are more likely to vote Republican) then why have these
socialization forces within rural communities not changed party identification?
Taking into account the above-mentioned stability of party identification over time,
13

In a related note, this also helps to explain why when the model on party identification is run using
county density as compared to county population, the results show an even stronger significant effect
of the “place” variable. Using the density measure gives even more significance to the smallest of the
rural counties, which would likely have a large proportion of older residents, even compared with other
rural counties which have a higher density) (see also McKee and Teigen 2009).
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socialization forces may not have the ability to overcome the enduring nature of party
identification through of the interactions that take place in the context of living in a
rural area. Socialization forces are dependent upon the idea that one will talk with
his/her neighbors and others in the community and through the relationships that are
developed, living in this community exerts an independent effect on one‟s political
behavior. However, this will also be dependent upon what the conversations and
discussions in the community are about. In the political realm, it makes sense that
people will discuss the political happenings of the day, upcoming elections and
political scandals that are just hitting the news for example. However, party
identification is not something that is discussed quite frequently in public political
discourse. Regular members of the electorate would probably not associate party
identification with upcoming elections and other political issues for several reasons,
including: 1) its static nature, and 2) because for as much as we are inundated with
political information daily, it is not that common for party identification to be
discussed. Therefore, it would make sense that rural residence would not have the
same effect on party identification.
So the results that show that party identification is not strongly effected by
rural residence are not as disappointment as they might first appear to be in terms of
the overall importance of place on political behavior. However, there is still an
interesting aspect to the results that are found concerning party identification. We see
that in 2006, rural residence has a significant impact on Republican Party
identification, while in 2008, the results are reversed, where rural residence leads
respondents to the Democratic Party. After just pointing out that party identification
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is particularly static over time, what could account for the fact that we see this switch
in self-reported party identification in a two year span? I believe the answer here lies
in the overwhelming dissatisfaction with the Republican Party in the lead up to the
2008 presidential election. In 2006, when the question of party identification was
asked by the CCES, the depths of our economic problems had not been realized, and
while the Republican Party had losses in the midterm elections, it was not much more
than the routine losing of seats by the President‟s party in the midterms. By 2008, the
bleak economic picture was much more clear, with some of the actions taken at the
time by President George W. Bush, and the Republicans in Congress, receiving poor
reception by the Republican electorate. We have seen in many previous elections that
in times of upheaval, party identification can be swayed for an election cycle or two,
which helps to explain this change in the rural electorate in the 2008 CCES results.
Looking at the results in chapter two, we see that overall, Republican voting in the
2008 presidential election was down in the entire electorate, including in rural areas.
At the same time, the finding that rural residence has a strong impact on the
presidential vote choice in the 2008 presidential election also fits well into the idea of
contextual importance, and the effect that socialization forces can have on the
individuals in the community. Unlike party identification, a presidential election is
something that will be discussed quite frequently in all aspects of the community.
While residents may not discuss their particular choice of candidate, the election itself
will be talked about in terms of campaigning activities, what advertisements/news
stories are presented on the news, and what the local paper writes about the election.
In other words, there are numerous ways and opportunities that a presidential
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campaign can be a major point of discussion within all communities throughout the
country. Given what we know about the importance of community interaction in
rural counties, we can expect rural residence to significantly influence the vote choice
of individuals within rural areas, which is what I find. And, these results are in the
expected direction showing that rural counties were 8.14% points more likely to vote
Republican in the presidential election. While we discussed earlier that Republican
voting was down overall in 2008 in all areas, it does make sense to expect that despite
the decline, rural areas would still overall vote Republican, which is in fact the case.
This chapter shows that rural residence has a significant effect on political
behavior, even after accounting for other important individual variables. After
determining in the second chapter that there was a wide gap between urban and rural
voters in terms of presidential voting, the analysis in this chapter helps to explain why
the gap is there. Living in a rural area and being apart of the socialization that takes
place there shapes political behavior and directly contributes to the vote choice of the
rural electorate, thus helping to explain the voting gap. The next chapter will
continue to look at the impact of rural residence, but this time the analysis will be
centered on political attitudes. Does this rural political socialization that affects vote
choice and to a lesser degree party identification, also have an effect on political
attitudes? And if so, does it continue to help explain the gap between urban and rural
residents, or when it comes to opinions on specific issues, are rural residents more
like their suburban and urban counterparts?
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Chapter 4: Rural Attitudes
In the previous chapter, we found that living in a rural area has an effect on
presidential vote choice, but that it did not have a significant impact on party
identification; a result that makes sense if we consider that the effect of rural
residence is due to being part of the community and the social interactions that one
has with his fellow residents. In this chapter, I consider a similar question. I address
the impact that living in a rural area has on political attitudes and opinions. If we
follow the same theory that we did in the previous chapter, we would expect that rural
residence would have a significant impact on an individual‟s political opinions. As
issues rise in importance, we would assume that the community values that help build
the background for an individual‟s attitudes would also impact their opinion
formation.
To examine the effect of rural residence, I consider several heated political
issues to compare rural opinions to those of their urban counterparts. I use logistic
regression analysis on the issues of abortion, affirmative action, and health care to
determine if living in a rural area has an independent significant effect on these
attitudes. The results are varied, suggesting that while in some instances rural
residence retains its influence on an individual‟s policy preferences, in other policy
areas, location does not seem to influence the respondent. This may be the result of
issues, such as the economy, that are so far reaching that it really does not matter
where a person lives because all people are affected, or it maybe the result of political
attitudes and values spreading from urban areas into rural communities.
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Literature Review
During the presidential campaign of 2004, The Economist wrote a series of
articles about the American electorate and how its peculiarities would effect the
upcoming presidential election. One of the articles detailed how America was unique
from a comparative standpoint because of the political importance placed on values in
society (The Economist p.28). While highlighting the effect of values, the article
mentions a list of stereotypes that can be drawn from the “red state, blue state”
division including: “metropolitan America versus Suburban and Rural America;
sophisticated America versus country and western America; and Starbucks America
versus Wal-Mart America,” (p. 28). While some of the stereotypes presented lend
themselves to the country folk interpretation of rural America that so often pervades
pop culture, the article does highlight an important aspect of American politics which
is the role that values play in the political attitudes of Americans. It also points out
that these values, which influence attitudes, are varied across the country and in
different areas- particularly producing different attitudes between rural and urban
residents.
The impact of values on political behavior has been well documented as many
scholars see them as the psychological underpinning of the attitudes that individuals
in the electorate express (for a thorough examination, please see Feldman 2003).
With this understanding, all political beliefs are backed by a collection of values that
help to shape not only an individual‟s attitudes, but also their opinions on public
policy, and other political choices (Feldman 1988; Peffley & Hurwitz 1985; Pollock,
Lilie and Vittes 1993; Zaller 1992; Kinder & Sanders 1996; Biernat, Vescio, Theno &
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Crandall 1996; Sagiv & Schwartz 1995). Values can be seen as a “system” and can
encompass many different themes, such as individualism, equality, and economic and
social freedoms (Tetlock 2002). Even though values are used to help substantiate
attitudes, there is a clear distinction between the two ideas made by Feldman:
“attitudes refer to evaluations of specific objects while values are much more general
standards used as a basis for numerous specific evaluations across situations” (p.
478). Considering values as a basis for political attitudes also can help provide
information in terms of community influence on attitudes. While it would seem
obvious that individuals would have different political attitudes based on their own
values, we also have seen evidence that people in different areas have different
political attitudes based on the shared values of their community (see Feldman 1988;
Feldman and Steenbergen 2001; Sears, Henry & Kosterman 2006).
Simple anecdotal evidence of rural communities suggests that rural residents
can be affected by the values of their communities. We know that rural areas are
more conservative simply by looking at election returns, but we also see in media and
popular accounts that rural communities have strong ties amongst their residents.
Polls and survey questions show rural residents generally believe that they share
certain attributes that make them unique as compared to other Americans. These
small town American values include self-reliance, hard working blue-collar roots, and
dedication to helping neighbors and the community. Politically speaking, we hear
about these values quite frequently from politicians giving stump speeches and
political commentators on Sunday morning talk shows. Overall, the public has a
positive image of the values of rural residents- typically, the general public has a
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positive impression of rural life in addition to the people who live in rural areas
(Willits and Luloff 1995).
Rural locations lend themselves to the creation and perpetuation of
community norms that affect political attitudes. The small size of rural areas and the
strength of the social ties that are created from such a small population can help
explain how community values can have a strong impact on a resident‟s personal
values and attitudes (Glenn and Hill, Jr. 1977; Gimpel 2002; Freudenberg 1986).
Another aspect of rural residence that can explain community effect on an
individual‟s political attitudes is the length of time that most residents live in rural
areas. Rural residents are much more likely to live in the same community for a
longer time than those who live in suburbs or urban areas. A longer length of
residence not only provides for more time to integrate into the community but also
gives the resident a longer time to integrate into the other institutions within the
community that are likely to affect the political attitudes of those individuals (Green
and Guth 1988; Jelen 1993; Wuthnow 1999).
Much like the rural political literature in general, there is not much academic
work on the political attitudes of rural residents. However, there has been some
previous work on the value system that runs through rural areas. Communities in
rural areas are home to individuals who are more trusting and honest according to
previous work done by Putnam and others (2000; Coleman 1988; Elder and Conger
2000). However, in more recent work, Gimpel (2002) has found that the values that
lead others to respect the rural way of life are also the same values that can be the
basis for other political attitudes that non-rural residents can see as too conservative
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and intolerant. While it has been noted that the rural way of life is still considered an
honorable lifestyle to many respondents in non-rural areas, there is no debating that
there are major political differences between the rural electorate and those who live
elsewhere, and that part of that difference is in fact from a “size” difference (Fischer
1978). Work done to distinguish the political attitudes of rural and urban voters has
examined over decades the differences between the two groups, finding that rural
populations in general have been more ideological conservative than their urban
counterparts (Key 1949; Kleepner 1970; Lipset 1981; Sundquist 1983; Hahn 1971).
Knocke and Henry (1977) found that rural and small town Americas have
become more consistently Republican while at the same time staying more
conservative than their urban counterparts. While a large part of their work focused
on conservative agrarian behavior, they do note that rural political behavior has
changed, and that agrarian behavior is no longer necessarily indicative of rural
behavior as a whole. However, some of the values that became synonymous with
rural agrarian life still help to explain the rural political attitudes that we see today.
While social issues rule the day when it comes to explaining rural conservative
attitudes, they are certainly not the only potential explanation for conservative rural
political behavior. One other explanation that we should consider is that rural
residents carry a strong belief in “individualistic self-help” (Sniderman and Brody
1977; Feldman 1983; McClosky and Zaller 1984); the mentality that each of us is
responsible for ourselves and our families, while not depending on the government
for help or assistance. These types of values originate through life experiences and
local cultures, but they can also help to explain political choices (Goren 2005).
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Individualism in this sense would explain the voting behavior of rural respondents
who continually support the Republican Party; it is the party of small government and
individual independence. While it would be remiss to exclude the importance of
social issues, one cannot discount other core values that may play a role in the
development of a rural political outlook.
Recent work done on rural attitudes finds that rural voters may in fact be
relying on the core values of self-responsibility and individualism, while at the same
time considering economics. These values go beyond political identity, reflecting
personal values of humanity which serve as “psychological constraints” on the
individual (Converse 1964). In this understanding, rural residents‟ beliefs and
attitudes can help be explained through core values (Feldman 1988; Feldman 1983;
Hartz 1955; Lipset 1979). These values are very innate in American society, and the
strength of these beliefs can still be paramount in the attitudes of the electorate (Willis
1971; McClosky and Zaller 1984). Considering rural residents are more likely to be
home owners, as well as self-employed, these characteristics help to explain the
tendency of rural residents to vote Republican (Gimpel and Karnes 2006; for selfemployment in rural areas see Greenberg 1981; Engels 1975).
Note that the argument here is that self-employment and property ownership
suppresses the influence of generally low income on a rural person‟s evaluation of
status and self. Consider both an urban and rural resident, each of generally the same
low income. Because the rural resident‟s cost of living is so much lower, he is able to
perceive himself as different, more efficacious, and more independent than his urban
counterpart. There is more to a person‟s economic self-perception than their income
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alone. Home ownership and self-employment are both attributes that lend themselves
to prioritizing self-responsibility as a core value; in other words, as a home or
business owner, the responsibility to succeed in those endeavors is on the individual.
These core values are reflected in a person‟s decision to vote for the Republican
Party. These two aspects of rural life lend some credence to the idea that rural
residents are considering more than just social issues when they form their political
attitudes. These same feelings of self-responsibility help to explain other aspects of
rural political attitudes, including their reluctance to support welfare, and reluctance
to turn to the government for support.
Maybe as a product of self-employment and home ownership, rural residents
are also more likely to report that they are happier and more satisfied with their lives
than other respondents from non-rural areas (Drury and Tweeten 1997; Sachs 1973;
Gasson 1974). While the work done by Drury and Tweeten was specifically focused
on farmers, their analysis shows that farmers and “non-farm rural” respondents
showed great differences in their responses to a series of attitude questions when
compared to non-rural respondents. While the study found that, in many respects,
rural residents were not any different in terms of work ethic and outlook, farmers and
other rural residents were more satisfied with their jobs. This speaks not only to the
effect of self-employment, but also to the fact that rural respondents are more likely
to have a different view of their role in the work place due to differences in
socialization that take place in rural areas (Martinson and Wilkening 1984). These
optimistic findings appear to be a result of cultural environment including the
socialization of particular core values found in rural areas.
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One of the reasons that people in rural areas may be more likely to be content
with their employment is that growing up in rural areas has an effect on the way that
working adults see their work and that helps shape their views of their jobs and work
life in general (Kalleberg 1977). While some studies have found this connection
between rural socialization in childhood and work satisfaction later in life, there is
some contention, as other studies have not found such convulsive evidence (see Kohn
and Schooler 1973; White 1978; Stone 1976). One reason for this dispute in the
literature is that even when the relationship is found, there is still no explanation for
what it is in rural socialization that makes rural adults more likely to be satisfied with
their jobs.
Personal satisfaction also plays into the rural-urban gap by influencing the
political attitudes and values of those living in rural communities. It has been found
that people who live in smaller places are more likely to be satisfied with their lives
than those who live in larger areas (Marans and Rodgers 1975; Rodgesr 1980). Two
explanations have been giving for this finding; one, that there are compositional
effects that determine residential satisfaction; economic factors is the second. Fischer
(1976) found that the type of people who live in urban areas are different from those
who live in rural areas and that those characteristics help to explain why they are
more unhappy; urbanities are more likely to be younger, more educated, and single.
Married people are far happier than single people as it turns out. Also, a new study
shows that “conservatives” are happier than “liberals” (Pew Research Center, “Are
We happy Yet” 2006). The economic explanation centers on the cost of living in
urban areas, as well as income equality in rural communities. Those in urban areas
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are more likely to be paying higher prices for their homes, and while they typically
have higher incomes than their rural counterparts, urbanites are more likely to have
negative experiences with city government, and they see first hand the problems that
come with city living. Rural residents on the other hand, see that their incomes are
the same as others in their own community, and therefore, despite what may be a
small income in comparison to some urban incomes, they are more likely to be
content with their own communities as a result. However, this explanation also has a
flaw, wherein the economic factors that are used are highly subjective which can
make comparison of these results with others very difficult (Rodgers 1980).

While I have briefly discussed social issues and their importance in terms of
political attitudes, it would be a mistake to not consider the impact that conservative
social and religious values may have on rural political attitudes. The areas of
influence that are mentioned earlier, including community values, self-independence
and reliability, all play an important role in attitude formation, but conservative social
values are also important to consider when examining the beliefs of rural
communities. In particular, religion is commonly cited as a factor in social attitudes
that rural residents express. Previous data show that rural residents are more religious
than their urban or suburban counterparts (considering weekly church attendance and
having a born again experience). While overall the rural electorate is conservative
and religious, it is not a completely homogenous population.

In terms of its effect

on political attitudes, rural residents are more likely to oppose abortion and same sex
relations than other Americans (Dillion and Savage 2006). Even still, rural
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Americans have various opinions on these issues as well. In terms of abortion, rural
Americans vary their opinions regarding the circumstances under which abortion
should be legal. Opinions on same sex relations are similar; while overall, rural
residents appear to be against promoting same sex relations, there is a small minority
of rural residents who are in favor of these relationships. According to the Carsey
Institute‟s 2006 report on values and religion in rural America, religion has trumped
rural residence in terms of respondents‟ attitudes towards these social issues.

The

study suggested that rural and urban residents appear more similar as the cultures of
the two groups have grown together. Fischer (1978) studies the theory that cultural
adaptations start in urban areas and then spread out to other areas. In this model, rural
attitudes will continue to grow similar to urban attitudes as time goes on and as
methods of communication grow stronger. Fischer does not mention methods such as
the internet (he was writing in 1978) but one would assume that increases in
communication methods would only increase that rate at which this situation would
take place. And, as political attitudes continue to evolve, so would the trickle down
effect into rural areas. Of course, despite the improvements in technology and
communications, Fischer himself notes the surprise that this process has not drawn
urban and rural attitudes even closer together at the time of his research (see also
Glenn and Hill, Jr. 1977). At this point, most scholars have yet to determine the
extent of which urban and rural attitudes have drawn together.
Over time, values inherent in rural communities have helped to propagate the
political attitudes of rural residents today. Those who live in rural communities are
likely to be influenced by community norms and other aspects of living in a rural
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area, such as church attendance and community involvement. These attitudes are also
affected by values of self-reliance and independence that help to facilitate home
ownership and self-employment amongst rural residents. At the same time, cultural
and social values can also be influenced by rural residence. To determine the extent
to which rural residence has an effect on political attitudes, I will examine issue
attitudes to see how unique rural political attitudes are as compared to their urban
counterparts.
Data & Methods
In order to examine the political attitudes of rural residents, I will employ the
Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) for both 2006 and 2008. The
CCES, like the American National Election Study (ANES) asks respondents their
opinions on many different political attitudes and policy opinion questions. Again,
the benefit of using the CCES is the larger than normal rural sample that is available.
The additional cases here help to provide a more representative rural sample than
most other studies.
In the first step, I will run basic cross tabulations on some of the policy issues
that are asked about in both CCES datasets. I have also created a rural and urban
variable so that the two groups can be compared to one another. Here, I employ the
definition of “rural” as 25,000 residents per county or below, and “urban” will be
defined as 1 million residents or greater per county. While running cross tabulations,
I will consider answers to survey questions asking about the “most important
problem” facing the country and more specific policy questions on issues such as the
Iraq war and the environment.
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After considering the comparison between rural and urban areas, I will then
utilize a logistic regression analysis in order to test the effect of rural residence on
policy attitude positions. While we saw in the previous chapter that rural residence
has an effect on vote choice, but not a significant impact on party identification, here
I will test to see if residence has an effect on specific policy attitudes. Previous
literature would suggest that living in a rural area could very likely have an effect on
a resident‟s political opinions, particularly on issues that reflect larger values of selfreliance and independence. At the same time, we might also expect a rural
“influence” on an individual‟s opinion on social issues, if the conservative mindset
that we attribute to rural residents in general is true.
Using logistic regression analysis, I will include a series of compositional
independent variables that are used frequently when analyzing political behavior.
These variables will include party identification (on a seven-point scale), ideology,
age (if the respondent is 65 years old or older), income scale variables, and a dummy
variable for race (represented by white respondents). There will also be dummy
variables for levels of education (from high school graduation to post-graduate
education) as well as for religion: religious attendance (attending religious services
more than once a week, a few times a month, or never); denomination (Protestant,
Catholic, Jewish); and a dummy variable for if the respondent considered themselves
to be a born again Christian.
While I employ the county level population measure for “rural” in the main
analysis of political attitudes, I also run the same model using a density measure as a
variable for “rural.” In this case, “rural” will be defined as 1,000s of people per
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square mile (McKee and Teigen 2009). The results using population of 25,000 or
below and population density are quite similar; therefore, I will mainly use the
“population” definition of rural in the findings section and report any significant
different findings from the models using the density measure, which can be found in
the appendix.

Findings
Overall, the most interesting findings from the cross tabulations are that rural
and urban political attitudes are quite mixed. In a lot of issue areas, respondents from
both types of communities report very similar opinions on policies, while on other
issues their responses are very different. It appears that one reason why we see some
issue opinions being very similar in both rural and urban areas is that there are some
overarching political matters that affect everyone regardless of their location. For
example, the economy took overwhelming precedence in 2008 for all respondents.
When we examine the “most important problem” question, we find that both
urban and rural residents responded similarly to each other; in 2006, both reported
that the war in Iraq was the number one concern facing the country at the time. Each
group also reported that “terrorism” was the 2nd most important problem. In 2008, we
see that both groups continue to align when considering what is their biggest concern;
however, by this time, the economy had overwhelmingly taken over as the number
one issue on the respondents‟ minds (61%o of urban and 48% of rural respondents, as
compared to 2006, when the economy ranked at 7.6% and 7.2% respectively, and
when the number one concern of Iraq was only 23.7% and 17.2%). One interesting
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note about responses to the “most important problem” question was that in 2008,
7.2% of rural residents reported that “moral values” was the most important problem
facing the country, while only 2.8% of urban residents felt the same way. This may
be explained by the conservative values mindset that we associate with rural areas.
When asked about the war in Iraq in a separate question, we see some division
between urban and rural residents as to the worth of the war. The questions are asked
somewhat differently in the 2006 and 2008 versions of the CCES, but in 2006, 63.3%
of urban respondents thought that “we should have stayed out” of Iraq, while 50.7%
of rural respondents felt that “we did the right thing.” However, by 2008, both a
majority of rural and urban residents reported that the war had been a mistake from
the beginning. Despite the change that took place amongst the majority of rural
respondents, they still had a more favorable view of the war than their urban
counterparts. Both responses from the rural residents may be a reflection of the
sacrifice that rural America makes in times of war given the number of residents per
capita who enlist in military service.
Given the stereotypes we know of rural America, one would expect that when
asked about the importance of jobs balanced against the importance of the
environment, that rural respondents would be more in favor of jobs. In 2006, rural
respondents were less likely than their urban counterparts to suggest that the
environment should take precedence over job security. In 2008, while urban residents
were still more likely to agree with the sentiment that the environment is more
important than jobs, it was not as high a percentage as it was two years previously
(17.7% in 2008 as compared to 27.2% in 2006). Interestingly, the majority of rural
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respondents in both years reported that jobs and the economy were about the same in
terms of importance.
Not surprisingly, the urban respondents were more likely to support
affirmative action than their rural counterparts, though their responses were very
similar for the “somewhat support” answer. Rural residents were as likely to
“strongly oppose” as were the urban residents to have strong support for affirmative
action in 2006. In 2008, urban residents were still more likely to find affirmative
action very important, but the numbers were slightly less different between the rural
and urban respondents.
The always controversial issue of abortion provides a different picture
between urban and rural America; in 2008, there was a seven point difference in the
“never allow” response (urban 10.8%, rural 17.2%), while there was an even bigger
divide in the “always allow” response, with urban resident approving at 50.8% and
rural responses at 28.7%. In 2006, the gaps in the “never” and “always” responses
were even larger (never allow: urban 7.7%, rural 16.2%; and always allow: urban
53.0% and rural 29.7%).
The question of health care is hard to compare between the two surveys
because the question is asked very differently between the two surveys. In 2006, the
respondents are asked how satisfied they are with their current health care coverage.
The answers are similar between the two groups and they show that most respondents
in all categories were positive about their current health care coverage. In 2008, the
question was framed to ask whether the respondent was in favor of health care being
required. There is a 10 point difference between urban and rural respondents in both

78

the “strongly support” and the “strongly oppose” options. Interestingly, in 2006, rural
residents are more likely to report being “not at all satisfied” with their current
coverage, but they are also by far, the most likely to strongly oppose required health
care coverage in the 2008 survey.

Table 4.1 2006 CCES Issue Crosstabulations
Most Important Problem
Terrorism
Economy
Energy
Poverty
Inflation
Iraq
Immigration
Education
Health Care
Crime
Abortion
Environment
Gay Marriage
Housing
Corruption in Government
Drug Abuse
Taxes/Deficit
Social Security & Pension
Other

Urban
15.6
7.6
2.3
2.5
1.2
23.7
11.0
3.1
7.2
1.1
1.0
2.3
0.9
0.6
11.5
0.3
1.7
1.3
5.2

Rural
16.5
7.2
5.0
2.8
1.8
17.2
10.0
1.4
11.0
1.0
1.5
1.7
1.4
1.0
10.5
1.3
1.6
2.0
6.1

Iraq War- mistake?
Did the right thing
Should have stayed out

36.7
63.3

50.7
49.3

27.2
25.2

18.0
22.3

21.5
14.7
7.7

27.9
18.4
8.2

27.2

17.8

Jobs or Environment
Environment much more important
Environment somewhat more
important
About the same
Economy somewhat more important
Project Jobs More than Environment
Affirmative Action
Very Important
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Important
Somewhat Important
Not Important

30.0
30.2
12.6

28.9
37.2
16.0

Health Care Current Coverage
Very Satisfied
Somewhat Satisfied
Not Very Satisfied
Not at all Satisfied

25.9
44.3
17.0
12.8

26.2
42.4
15.7
15.7

Abortion
By law, never permit
Only in specific cases
Only if need established
By law, always allow

7.7
20.2
12.6
53.0

16.2
33.8
15.6
29.7

For/Against Minimum Wage
For
Against
Don‟t Know

76.7
18.3
5.0

73.7
19.7
6.5

12.8
18.7
21.9
29.4
15.4
1.7

12.4
20.6
21.1
28.4
14.9
2.6

Urban
3.4
61.0
2.3
2.8
6.2
1.8
2.9
1.3
3.4
0.2
0.6
1.3
0.9
1.1

Rural
4.3
48.0
2.4
7.2
10.8
2.0
3.0
0.4
3.8
0.1
1.0
1.1
0.4
0.9

Nations Economy Better/Worse In
Last Year
Gotten Much Better
Gotten Better
Stayed about the Same
Gotten Worse
Gotten Much Worse
Not Sure
Data: 2006 CCES.

Table 4.2 2008 CCES Issue Crosstabulations
Most Important Problem
Terrorism
Economy
Energy
Moral Values
Inflation
Iraq
Immigration
Education
Health Care
Trade Policy
Abortion
Environment
Gay Marriage
Housing
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Corruption in Government
Other

7.9
3.1

12.4
2.1

Iraq War a Mistake?
Mistake from beginning
Mistake but worth the cost
Right thing, mistakes made too costly
Right thing, worth it despite mistakes
Right thing, no mistakes

51.1
12.0
16.2
15.6
4.7

39.8
11.6
19.4
22.1
7.0

Affirmative Action
Strongly Support
Somewhat Support
Somewhat Oppose
Strongly Oppose

18.5
32.8
22.8
25.8

8.3
29.9
26.8
35.1

Health Care Required
Strongly Support
Somewhat Support
Somewhat Oppose
Strongly Oppose

37.8
30.4
12.1
19.7

24.8
31.7
14.6
28.9

Abortion
By law, never permit
Only in specific cases
Only if need established
By law, always allow

10.8
23.9
14.5
50.8

17.2
36.7
17.4
28.7

Union Household
No one in household
Respondent in Union
Other household union mem.
Respondent & other household member

69.7
11.2
14.1
5.0

79.9
8.3
9.2
2.7

Jobs or Environment
Environment much more important
Environment somewhat more important
About the same
Economy somewhat more important
Protect jobs much more important

17.7
20.3
29.9
21.3
10.8

12.2
15.9
33.0
24.2
18.8

Carbon Tax
Support
Oppose
Not Sure

21.5
54.8
23.7

9.7
71.5
18.8

Privatize Social Security
Strongly Support
Somewhat Support
Somewhat Oppose
Strongly Oppose

17.9
35.0
17.5
29.7

16.5
37.1
20.9
25.5
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Data: 2008 CCES

Examining the logistic regression results, we find that rural residence does
have a significant impact on an individual‟s opinion on abortion. However, looking
at the results in Table 4.3, we see that almost every independent variable is
significant. The only variables that did not have an impact on abortion attitudes were
those who attended church a few times a month, those that had an average income of
80-100k a year, and, surprisingly, those who were 65 years of age or older. Rural
residence, while significant, does not have as big of an impact on abortion attitudes as
compared to other variables when we look at the marginal effects for each of the
variables. While it absolutely has a negative influence on abortion policy (meaning
you are less likely to support abortion), its weight is much lower than those for party
identification and ideology, as well as the variable for being a self-reported born
again Christian. However, at 4.90, rural residence does have a stronger impact than
the variable that represents being a member of a protestant faith, as well as having
more influence than those who attend church a few times a month. When we
consider the same model on abortion, but using the density measure, rural residence
carries even more significance, with a marginal effect of 19.98. In this instance, it
holds a much higher marginal effect as compared to the variables representing
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Catholic and Jewish faiths, as well as close to the effect of attending church more
than once a week.14

Table 4.3 Logistic Regression Results for Rural Abortion Attitudes
Coefficients
Rural 25K or Below
.814
(.055)**
White
1.095
(.041)**
High School Education
1.255
(.114)**
Some College Education
1.601
(.149)***
2 Year College Degree
1.565
(.160)***
Bachelor‟s Degree
1.868
(.177)***
Post Graduate Degree
1.943
(.201)***
Attend church more than
.403***
once a week
(.021)***
Attend church a few
.956
times a month
(.046)
Almost never attends church
2.188
(.106)***
Protestant
1.109
(.042)**
Catholic
.508
(.021)***
Jewish
2.265
(.340)***
Born Again Christian
.322
(.012)***
Income 0-20K
.724
(.041)***
Income 20-40K
.884
(.035)***
Income80-100K
1.106
(.059)
Income 100-150K
1.174
(.056)***
Income 150K and above
1.694
(.115)***
Age 65 or Older
.967
(.036)
Ideology
.515
14

Predicted Probabilities
-4.90
2.12
5.24
10.56
9.84
13.76
14.15
-22.19
-1.05
16.74
2.39
-16.30
16.54
-26.84
-7.76
-2.89
2.32
3.68
11.40
-0.78
-54.21

In the 2006 results concerning abortion attitudes, rural residence (using population 25,000 or below)
was not significant. All other independent variables retained similar results to 2008. Using the density
measure, rural residence was significant with a -19.31marginal effect. These results are shown in
Appendix tables 2&3.
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Party Identification

(.011)***
.775
(.006)***

-34.67

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
2008 CCES Abortion Question: Respondents were asked which state they agreed with: 1. By law,
never permit abortion. 2. Only in cases of rape, incest, or mother‟s life in danger. 3. Only if need is
established. 4. Always allow abortion. Answers 1-2 and 3-4 were combined together.

The regression results for affirmative action are highly insignificant. Looking
at table four, we can see that rural residence is not a significant factor when
considering attitudes towards affirmative action. The dummy variable for race
(white) and the variables for ideology and party identification are highly significant
(in this case they all have a negative impact on opinions); at the same time, the
religious attendance and denomination variables are also significant. The density
measure for “rural” is unable to improve the results – it remains an insignificant
factor. Interestingly enough, the density measure in 2006 is significant although its
marginal effect on affirmative action when moving from its minimum to its
maximum value is only -0.35. So despite the statistical significance of rural
residence, its weight on opinions of affirmative action cannot be great. (For 2006
results, see Table 4 in the appendix).

Table 4.4 Logistic Regression Results for Rural Affirmative Action Attitudes
Coefficients
Predicted Probabilities
Rural 25K or Below
.936
-1.52
(.064)
White
.294
-29.38
(.010)***
High School Education
.974
-0.62
(.087)
Some College Education
.952
-1.13
(.087)
2 Year College Degree
1.019
0.44
(.103)
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Bachelor‟s Degree
Post Graduate Degree
Attend church more than
once a week
Attend church a few
times a month
Almost never attends church
Protestant
Catholic
Jewish
Born Again Christian
Income 0-20K
Income 20-40K
Income80-100K
Income 100-150K
Income 150K and above
Age 65 or Older
Ideology
Party Identification

1.157
(.107)
1.457
(.143)***
1.244
(.065)***
1.097
(.054)
.774
(.032)***
.760
(.028)***
.739
(.030)***
.822
(.078)*
1.125
(.043)***
1.363
(.074)***
1.246
(.049)***
.939
(.049)
.906
(.042)*
.993
(.062)
1.016
(.038)
.561
(.011)***
.720
(.006)***

3.44
9.04
5.18
2.18
-5.83
-6.31
-6.87
-4.44
2.76
7.41
5.19
-1.46
-2.28
-0.15
0.38
-50.35
-42.44

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
2008 CCES Affirmative Action Question: 1. Strong Support 2. Somewhat Support 3. Somewhat
Oppose 4. Strongly Oppose. Answers 1-2 and 3-4 were combined together.

In 2006, the CCES asked respondents if they were satisfied with their current
health care coverage. Rural residence was a significant factor with a marginal effect
of -3.05 on attitudes of health care coverage. While it appears to be a small effect,
compared to the impact of the other variables in appendix table 8, it stands strong
with results similar to college and post-graduate education, and frequent church
attendance. Not surprisingly, rural residence makes a respondent less likely to be
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satisfied with their current health care coverage, as does a lower income (income 020K, the lowest income bracket, has the highest marginal effect at -12.80 with the
exception of age 65 and over which has the greatest positive marginal effect at 14.28).
Using the density measure in 2006 does not result in significant findings.
In 2008, the health care question asks if the respondent supports required
health care coverage. Using the population measure for rural, it does not result in a
significant impact on the respondents attitude toward health care. As usual party
identification and ideology have an overwhelming impact on the respondent‟s
attitude, at -65.04 and -68.30 respectively. At the same time (but to a much lesser
degree), a high income also results in a significant, yet negative, affect on an
individual‟s response. Using the density measure, rural residence does have a
significant impact on health care attitudes, though again it is negative, at -13.90. The
results in Table 4.5 show that a low-income respondents support required health care
coverage, as do those with higher levels of education.

Table 4.5 Logistic Regression Results for Rural Health Care Attitudes
Coefficients
Rural 25K or Below
.934
(.078)
White
.819
(.039)***
High School Education
1.277
(.152)*
Some College Education
1.216
(.147)
2 Year College Degree
1.290
(.171)*
Bachelor‟s Degree
1.343
(.165)**
Post Graduate Degree
1.624
(.214)***
Attend church more than
.994
once a week
(.063)
Attend church a few
.995
times a month
(.063)
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Predicted Probablity
-1.60
-4.56
5.59
4.45
5.71
6.66
10.54
-0.15
-0.12

Almost never attends church
Protestant
Catholic
Jewish
Born Again Christian
Income 0-20K
Income 20-40K
Income80-100K
Income 100-150K
Income 150K and above
Age 65 or Older
Ideology
Party Identification

1.084
(.059)
.849
(.040)***
.726
(.038)***
1.055
(.151)
.889
(.042)**
1.748
(.129)***
1.424
(.072)***
.954
(.062)
.842
(.050)**
.950
(.076)
.949
(.044)
.399
(.011)***
.583
(.006)***

1.85
-3.81
-7.57
1.24
-2.74
11.91
7.92
-1.09
-4.05
-1.20
-1.22
-68.30
-65.04

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
2008 CCES Health Care Question: 1. Strong Support 2. Somewhat Support 3. Somewhat Oppose 4.
Strongly Oppose. Answers 1-2 and 3-4 were combined together.

Discussion
The results on political attitudes examined here are a mixed bag. While some
of the results show that rural areas have strongly held opinions that are distinct from
the attitudes of urban respondents, there are as many issues where rural and urban
opinions are highly similar. The preliminary explanation would be that rural areas are
not as unique as many of us believed them to be. Despite the stereotypes that are
presented, as well as knowledge of conservative voting and ideology occurring in
rural communities, a lot of political attitudes that are recorded here show a more
moderate rural electorate.
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The “most important problem” question that is used quite frequently in polls
and news shows indicates that major issues can trump geographic or cultural
differences. In the 2008 CCES responses, it would seem particularly strange if
anything other than “the economy” ranked as the number one concern of a majority of
voters everywhere in the country. At the same time, the #1 and #2 responses in 2006,
the war in Iraq and terrorism, are also encompassing issues that affect the whole
country in dramatic ways. It is particularly not surprising that rural areas care about
military issues, given the sacrifice that rural communities make in terms of the
number of men and women who enlist in the military as the “way to get off the farm.”
The answers that ranked lower in the “most important problem” question
provide a more interesting picture of rural political attitudes as compared to urban
responses. In 2006, rural respondents were more likely to list “energy” and “health
care” as the “most important problem.” Energy may seem an odd choice, but when
we consider the amount of natural resources that are found in rural areas, this could
help explain the choice. Also, with “energy” encompassing such a large number of
issues (natural resources, oil, mining, etc.) such an issue could be imperative to the
economies of many rural areas. Health care is an interesting choice, given that rural
residence was not a significant factor later in the logistic regression asking if residents
were satisfied with their current health care at the time. However, rural health care
opportunities are unfortunately known for being limited- hospitals are understaffed
and usually far away from the most needy populations, so it would not be a surprise
that rural residents may have some issues with their healthcare options in 2006.
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In 2008, it was obvious that the rural respondents had some serious discontent
with the federal government. While the economy was the number one issue listed,
rural residents were much more likely to list moral values and corruption in
government as being the most important problem, as compared to urban respondents.
“Moral values” does not necessarily imply a problem with the federal government,
but typically we do see people who are unhappy with morals in society want more
laws on the books and greater enforcement of morality policy. Rural residents also
worry about government corruption, as 12% listed “corruption in government” as the
most important problem in 2008. Unfortunately, we can only speculate as to what
prompted this response- whether this discontent surrounded the economic crisis that
was breaking in 2008, or the presidential election, or something else entirely. Either
way, given what we already know about the core values inherent in rural America, it
should not be to surprising that they are more likely to distrust the government than
other survey respondents.
The logistic regression on abortion attitudes shows that rural residence does
still have an affect on individuals‟ attitudes about some social issues. In this case,
being from a rural area makes one more likely to agree with the sentiment that
abortion should never be allowed, or only be permitted in specific cases. Given the
conservative nature of rural areas, and the increase in religious attendance and
devotion in these communities, this is not too surprising. This further confirms the
cross tabulation findings from earlier that show that rural residents are more in favor
of restricting abortion than their urban counterparts. Despite significant findings from
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the religion variables, the rural residence variable again holds it own and remains
significant even after accounting for the other independent variables.
The results from the regression on affirmative action highlight that the issue
may not be as controversial as it once was, or at least it is not perceived to be as
important as it may previously have been. The non-significant findings suggest that
rural residents are not concerned about affirmative action, whether it is asked as a
support question, as it was in 2008, or as a question of importance as in 2006. One
reason for the non-significant findings may be that rural areas have very small
minority populations, and therefore, this may not be an issue that rural residents
encounter frequently.

The non-significant findings are also interesting, given the

time frame of the survey. Respondents asked about affirmative action in 2008 were
asked during the presidential campaign, that was the first to see an African American
as a major party candidate nominee. This is not to suggest that Barack Obama‟s
campaign was any kind of referendum on affirmative action, but given the amount of
press time devoted to race in America, and what impact a black president could
potentially have on issues of race in America, it is interesting that there were still nonsignificant findings on the issue.
Given what has transpired since the time of the 2008 survey concerning health
care, it is hard to imagine a time when asking about required health care coverage
would yield non-significant results. However, rural residence did not have an impact
on an individual‟s opinion on requiring health care. Other independent variables that
carried significance, such as higher education and lower incomes, did impact the
respondents‟ opinions in a fashion that we would expect to see, with both groups
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expressing support for requiring health care. In this instance, the population measure
for rural did not result in significant results. However, the density measure did, show
that the individuals living in the lower density counties were much less likely to
support the idea of requiring health care coverage. This result is somewhat
intriguing given rural residents self reported non-satisfaction with their current care
when asked in 2006. Despite this unhappiness, the rural respondents were still
unwilling to support the idea of requiring health care in 2008. Of course, with closeended survey questions, the response options do not allow for people to indicate why
they disagree with requiring health care, so we are left to question if they are unhappy
with the government‟s role in requiring health care, or if there is some other reason
for not wanting to require health care as a way to improve rural health.

In this chapter, I examined political attitudes to see if living in a rural area had
an effect on an individual‟s opinions. Rural communities are known for having
norms and values that we assume might have an affect on a resident‟s political
attitudes. These community norms typically are conservative in nature, and reflect
core values of rural America that include self-reliance and independence, as well as
conservative views on social issues, such as abortion and gay marriage. We would
expect these community norms to make rural residents‟ political attitudes different
when we compare them to those residents in metropolitan areas.
However, what I found is that rural areas are not as unique as we might have
first assumed when it comes to the political attitudes analyzed here. I find that rural
residence does have an impact on social issues, such as abortion, but that on questions
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of affirmative action, it is not as clear that where a person lives makes a difference in
his view of whether or not affirmative action is important and a policy measure that
should be supported. Health care, which really speaks more to a policy issue than a
social one, has mixed results when we consider the impact of rural residence, which
like affirmative action, suggests that residence does not have a strong impact on some
social and policy views.
As was previous mentioned, one factor that may be at play here is salience.
There are some major issues that effect all Americans, regardless of where they live
and we might see that playing out in some of these answers. For example, when
asked about health care, the responses provided may have as much to do with a bad
economy, which effects everyone regardless of where they live, as it does with the
merits of requiring health care for all individuals.
One last note that is worth mentioning is that some of the significant findings
were found when we considered using the density measure in place of the population
measure for rural residence. The density measure will mark an even more rural
population (in other words, the population measure captures every county that has
25,000 residents or less, while the density measure considers a sense of rural that has
a better chance of highlighting those counties that are extremely rural and far away
from other heavily populated areas). These more rural areas had more significant
findings for some of the issue areas, which perhaps speaks to the theory that was
presented earlier in the literature review, that new political attitudes are formed in
urban centers and then diffuse out into the rest of the country. If this is the case, then
those rural areas that are the most distant will be the last communities to have access
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to this information, and they are probably also likely to be the last ones to hold out for
older ideals and values. In the next chapter, I will consider the opposite side of
“rural” areas- suburbs. What effect do fringe suburbs have on the rural communities
of which they are edging closer and closer too? And do suburban residents who live
in these fringe areas reflect rural attitudes and political behavior, or are they more
likely to look more similar to their urban counterparts instead?
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Chapter 5: Suburbs
Throughout this project I have examined the rural electorate and the effect of
rural residence on political behavior. So far, I have compared rural political behavior
to urban political behavior. We expect these two groups to be quite different from
one another, given what we know from previous literature and from common political
knowledge. However, using this dichotomy leaves out almost 50% of the national
population from the analysis-- those Americans who live in suburban areas. As the
link between rural and urban, the suburbs can potentially add a lot to the story of rural
political behavior.
As a political entity, “suburbanites” are a vast group with a lot of potential for
political sway. As a result, suburban politics has garnered its own field of study. One
reason scholars are interested in studying the suburbs is that it is a continually
growing population, as more housing developments continue to be built. It is this
continued growth that also makes the suburbs a factor in rural politics. Suburbs,
known for their single family housing units and small commercial areas, do not grow
up like cities; instead they grow out. In order to facilitate this growth, more and more
land is needed-- and at this point, the only place for that land to come from is rural
areas that are being “taken over” by suburban sprawl. As these new subdivisions are
created and start to blend with the rural communities that were previously there, it is
quite possible that fundamental changes will take place in the rural towns as
“newcomers” move in. Quite often, the question becomes, will the new residents
adjust to life in the rural town, or will the town end up adjusting to the culture and
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opinions of its new residents? In this chapter, I will examine some of the political
attitudes and behavior of suburban residents to see how they relate to the rural
electorate that we have become acquainted with in the previous chapters.

Literature Review
American suburbs really began to grow rapidly in the 20th century as
transportation throughout the country started to improve dramatically, which resulted
in marked increases in commuting. Other influences on the formation of suburbs
included development of zoning statutes, and FHA loans (Barnett 1996). After World
War II, American suburbs saw an incredible building boom as returning veterans and
their families moved out of the cities to settle in the suburbs instead (Beauregard
2006). The exodus of such a large population out of the cities was a product of
economic growth that, in turn, required even more growth to provide new
infrastructure to support these new communities. While the development of better
technology made commuting an option for many residents, as the suburban
population swelled, businesses started to make the move out to the suburbs from the
cities as well. As was needed, more and more suburbs were built farther out from the
city, to a point where in 1950 more people lived in suburbs than in cities (or in rural
areas) (Morgan, England, and Pelissero 2006).
Before the 20th century, suburbs usually became part of the city so they could
retain city services. However, starting in the 20th century, many suburban areas
began to see their independence from the city as an advantage (Grogan and Proscio
2002). This continual growth and building process continues to this day, as more and
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more suburban development moves farther outward into rural areas. This process,
often referred to as suburban sprawl, has numerous characteristics that help identify
it; however, a hard and true definition can be difficult to find (as is the case with
“rural”). Thomas Daniel‟s working definition of suburban sprawl is: “hybrid regions
no longer remote and yet with a lower density of population and development than a
city or suburb” (p. 9). Typically, suburbs are known for their low-density and singleuse zoning policies, and of course, partly due to the nature of their creation, suburbs
are known for making car ownership a necessity.
As the suburbs have expanded, they have grown their own outposts, known as
exurbs, or “extra-urban.” A term invented in 1955, the exurbs are communities that
stretch out from the suburbs (Spectorsky 1955), though they are typically also
commuter towns for the local urban area. For example, Loudoun County, Virginia is
an exurb of Washington D.C. that sits on what was once rural farm land, and the
housing developments being built there today still back up to farm land and rural
communities that are more reminiscent of Appalachia than the nation‟s capital.
Despite their movement into rural areas, exurbs still retain a higher population
density, typically better roads, and a higher standard of living, then most rural areas.
Despite their benefits and popularity, the suburbs are certainly not without
their critics. The fundamental structure of suburbs presents an environmental
problem, given suburban residents‟ reliance on automobiles as the primary mode of
transportation. Their encroachment of rural areas presents its own problems, both
from a physical and social standpoint. As suburbs continue to consume land, more
and more farmland and wildlife are lost. At the same time, suburbs typically also
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take some of the blame for a loss in community and a decrease in social capital. As
urban neighbors have little choice but to share communal space, suburbs can help to
isolate neighbors from one another and the distance between housing developments
can also help to fracture social ties. (Duany, Plater-Zyberk and Speck 2001; Putnam
2000).

A serious criticism of suburban sprawl that is not mentioned as much as it
should be is the impact that this growth has on the rural areas that are slowly being
taken over. When the effect of suburban growth on rural areas is mentioned, it is
often to report on the farmland that has been turned into new neighborhood housing
tracts, but there is a much larger impact on the actual community that does not receive
a lot of coverage (see Lindstrom and Bartling 2003). As suburbs expand,
fundamental economic and social changes often occur in the rural communities. That
is not to say that the loss of farmland is not important- it certain is, but it is just one
piece of the potentially bigger problems that occurs when suburbs continue to grow
into already existing rural communities.
In fact, one of the biggest problems with the scholarship on the effect of
suburban sprawl is the labeling of this as a “fringe” issue (Savage and Lapping 2003).
In other words, it is the areas on the outskirts of towns and rural communities that are
being overtaken by these new housing developments. While the actual housing may
be going up on vacant farmland, it is still part of an established community that has
economic, social, and resource conditions in place that will now be seriously altered
(Furusth and Lapping 1999; Lapping 1982).
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For example, when a new suburban housing development starts to sprawl into
a rural community, even if the farmer who owns the land wants to continue to farm
rather than sell his land, it is likely that he will be out-bid for the cost of the land by
real estate developers who have a new subdivision in their minds. As a result, the
farmer is not able to continue farming the land and she is unlikely to be able to
continue her self-employment- a farm is a hard business to pick up and move.
What effect will this real estate transaction have on the community as a
whole? Not only will the farm owner and his or her employees now be out of work,
the rural community now has another subdivision that will need county resources,
such as water and sewer service, trash pick up, police and fire department protection,
etc. Unfortunately for the farmer and his neighbors, they are also likely to have much
higher property taxes once the property is bought and the new houses are built. The
community as a whole will share the tax burden as housing typically never gives out
the same tax support that is necessary for it to thrive once built (American Farmland
Trust 1995). All of those resources mentioned above, including water and sewer
service and trash pick up are the types of services that cause tax increases. Of course,
the greatest burden now shared at least partly by the rural community is the necessity
to invest more money in the education system to support the families moving into the
new housing as well (Daniels and Bowers 1997).

Finally, the effect of the housing,

while a potential boon to the local construction industry, negatively affects all of the
other businesses that worked with the farmer such as farm equipment sales/repairs
and the grain supply stores.
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While this example deals with farmland, one might argue that rural areas do
not contain as many farms and are not as agricultural as they once were. This is true.
However, it is still typical that land being developed into new housing subdivisions
and other commercial development is on the fringe of rural communities, and
therefore is likely to be farmland or a pastoral area. Rural locations are also often
home to nature-based work, including natural resources collection (forestry, mining,
resource based tourism) that requires the land to be available to be successful. Often
times, these industries can face the same problems that the small farmer faces when
trying to purchase or maintain their property.
Part of the inherent problem with suburban sprawl mixing is that many
moving into the new suburban housing moved there because of the features of rural
life. They like the open space and resources afforded by living outside of the city or
the older suburban neighborhoods that are more urbanized. Of course, the irony is
that by moving into an new housing development, they are part of the fundamental
change that negatively affects the rural characteristics of the community. Quite
frequently, a tension grows between the rural residents who have lived in the
community for years and the newcomers to the suburbs. These tensions, spurred
originally from the physical changes to the community, help to explain the social
impact of suburban sprawl on rural areas.
One of the main reasons for tension between the rural and suburban residents
in the same community is that the “newcomer” suburbanites have their own political
values and opinions about how the community should be run. While rural residents
have typically lived in the same town or county for years, and are used to the way that
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local government works, suburban residents bring with them expectations from other
suburban or urban areas which lead to opinions and suggestions about how the town
should operate. Public services, town and city councils, parks and recreation
departments, and school board and education services quite often have the potential to
become battlegrounds between the rural and suburban residents. Quite often, rural
towns and counties have part time councils or boards-of-supervisors that make most
decisions, unlike more populated suburbs which often have full time administrative
staff to make some of the same decisions. It is easy to see how a strain can form
when suburban-based policy is suddenly expected from rural community government
(Kenneth, Pelissero, Holian and Maly 1995).
Though not as visible, an equally important affect that suburban sprawl has on
rural areas is its potential to change the “sense of place” that rural residents have
(Savage and Lapping 2003). As I have examined throughout this project, one of the
things that makes rural residents unique is their sense of community and the social
interactions that they have within their communities. Rural residents have a clear
vision of their own identity as compared to that of urban dwellers, and a large piece
of that identify comes from their residence. Rural residents often seen their family
reflected in their community, with multiple generations living in the same area. Their
strong bond to community also reflects the social network that is built through living
in a low-density area, and having strong ties through community organizations, such
as church and social clubs (like the Ruritans or Lion‟s Club membership) (Bell 1992;
Hummon 1990). The strong ties to the rural community continue to grow as residents
there are much less likely to move than those in urban and suburban communities
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(Beggs, Hurlbert and Haines 1996). In their work, Savage and Lapping argue through
data exploration that, while length of residence has a positive impact on social
networks and social ties it does not necessarily have a connection to participation in
local groups. However, they did find that people with lower levels of education are
more likely to maintain strong social ties, and that residents with higher incomes are
more likely to report being unsatisfied with their community. These types of
characteristics align with the typical rural/suburban dichotomy in suburban sprawl
areas. Rural residents, who have lived there longer, typically have lower education
and a lower income than their new suburban neighbors. These variables help to add
to the explanation of how rural residential facing sprawl can see their way of life
coming under attack from the encroaching suburbs. Unfortunately, as sprawl
continues, it is likely that rural communities and their social networks will be
transformed, as the social and economic ties that once made these rural areas unique
must adapt to a new environment.
There is no question that overall, suburban sprawl into rural areas has a
dramatic effect on the rural way of life. However, as the suburbs have continued to
expand, and in some cases, have sprouted their own exurbs, the question becomes,
how unique are rural residents as compared to those who live in the suburbs? As Bill
Bishop points out in The Big Sort (2008), most Americans selectively choose where
they move so that they live amongst people who are similar to them. In this
understanding, would people choose to move to a fringe suburb that is growing into a
rural area if they are accustomed to urban life, or even to living in a suburb that is on
a city‟s rim? One of the interesting aspects of “suburban” mentioned earlier is that
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suburbs are very hard to define. One of the many interesting aspects of “suburban”
mentioned earlier is that suburbs are very hard to define. Because so many different
types of neighborhoods technically fall under the definition of “suburb” there are
numerous types of communities that while labeled suburban living would each offer a
very different experience for their residents.
In work done much earlier on suburbs and political attitudes, it was found that
most suburban residents were highly similar to their urban counterparts (Zikmund
1967; Lazerwitz 1960). This should not come as too much of a surprise as in the
1960‟s, the fast growth of the suburbs was a result of urban residents moving en
masse out of the inner city (Wirt 1965). But as suburbs have grown and developed
their own culture over the decades, have the political attitudes of suburbanites
become unique? Do they have their own political attitudes that separate them from
both the urban and rural electorate or do they tend to align their beliefs with one or
the other? Also, as we break down suburbs into different groups (considering fringe
suburbs, for example) will we find that the suburban electorate has its own
complexity, or do they maintain political uniformity as a larger group?

Data & Methods
To test for similarities between rural and suburban areas, I utilize data that
concerns both political behavior as well as political attitudes. Once again, I use the
Cooperative Congressional Election Survey data from 2008. Not only does the
dataset work well because it provides a larger than usual rural sample, it also has an
overall large response, with 30,000 respondents answering the common content
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questions. As a result, the suburban response is quite large and representative of
suburbs in a variety of metropolitan areas, so we can feel confident that our findings
represent the suburbs in general, not just one specific metropolitan area (see Zikmund
1967 for the importance of referencing suburbs in general).
In order to consider how similar (or different) the suburbs are from rural areas,
I will first run a series of cross tabulations to determine if rural and suburban
respondents give similar answers to basic questions on political behavior and policy
attitudes. I will look at cross tabulations on political behavior looking at party
identification (seven-point scale), 2008 presidential vote choice, and a list of
questions concerning political action, such as attending local political meetings, and
putting up a political sign. I will also look at questions that ask about opinions on
policy, including abortion and affirmative action. The 2008 CCES also asked
questions concerning media use by the respondent, including questions that will help
us to ascertain if suburban residents are similar to their rural counterparts, or if the
rural electorate is more disconnected than other areas as some people assume they
are. These questions include asking if the respondent watches television news, and
reads a newspaper. To add to these questions, I also examine the answers from two
questions measuring the respondent‟s level of interest in news and public affairs, and
politics in general.
Following examination of the cross tabulation results, I run an OLS regression
to test the effect of residence location on self-reported party identification. Using the
seven-point party identification scale, I will combine the answer choices that fall
under Democratic Party identification (Strong Democrat, Not Strong Democrat, and
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Lean Democrat) and the same for the Republican Party identification. I will also
include a list of compositional variables that are standard when considering political
behavior. This list includes a race variable (a dummy for white), education variables
(high school education, some college, a two year associate‟s degree, a bachelor‟s
degree, and post-graduate degree), religious variables (Protestant, Catholic, Jewish), a
variable for “born again Christian,” religious attendance (attend church more than
once a week, attend church a few times a month, attend church never), income
variables (0-20,000 a year, 20-40,000 a year, 80-100,000 a year, 100-150,000 a year,
150,000 a year or more), an age variable that indicates if the respondent is 65 years or
older, and a variable for a seven-point ideology variable.
In order to analyze the effect of residential location on presidential vote
choice, I run a logistic regression analysis on the respondent‟s reported vote using the
2008 CCES data. The same compositional independent variables that were used in
the OLS regression are used here as well. Logistic regression will be used as well to
examine the effect of residential location on attitudes on policy issues on abortion,
affirmative action, and health care. These tests might sound familiar- they are the
same tests that were run in the previous chapters. I run these same tests again so that
the results found here can be compared to the results that were found in earlier
chapters. In earlier work done in this project, I found that rural residence can have a
significant effect on political behavior. Using the same tests here, will make it
possible to understand if suburban communities can have the same effect on their
residents.
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Because I am interested in finding out if suburban areas are similar to rural
communities or more like their urban counterparts, I will be looking at suburban
designations as well as the rural and urban variables that I use in previous chapters.
Since I am trying to find out what relation there is between rural communities and the
suburbs, it will be the most beneficial to study the suburbs that are closest to rural
areas. In order to do this, I will utilize location variables that are based on both
population and zip code. Combining the two will help establish both whether an
areas is rural or suburban as well as specific location, to determine which suburbs are
closest to the rural communities. I expect that suburbs closer to rural areas are
influenced by rural attitudes and behaviors, while those that are closer to the urban
centers are shaped by urban attitudes and behaviors. To do this, I will use four
different location variables for the cross tabulations and for each regression. The first
is the “rural” variable that includes zip codes in rural counties with populations of
25,000 or less. There are two variables that recognize suburban locales: 1) the “fringe
rural small” variable which represents populations that live in zip codes that are in
suburban areas on the rural fringe that have small populations of 25,000-50,000; the
second suburban variable “fringe rural midsize” also represents populations that live
in zip codes that are in suburban areas on the rural fringe, but that have slightly larger
populations at 50,000-100,000. The fourth variable “all other places” represents just
that- all other places, including respondents in suburbs that are not on the rural fringe
and those who live in urban areas. Using these location variables will help to show if
suburbs on the fringe of rural areas are similar to their new rural neighbors, or if
despite living close by, their political attitudes are still very far apart.
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Findings
The cross tabulations of general demographic information about rural and
suburban respondents show that the populations are quite similar to one another.
Looking at table 5.1, we see that in terms of education, the respondents from rural and
both suburban areas are similar to one another, particularly similar between rural and
the small fringe suburbs. Both groups have a majority of residents who have high
school as their highest level of education. It should also be noted that while the rural
areas and suburbs look somewhat similar, we see that the “all other” respondents,
who include non-fringe suburbanites and their urban counterparts, by far surpass the
other locations in terms of higher education. 18.9% of respondents from this group
have a bachelor‟s degree while the midsized fringe suburbs come in second with only
11%.
When considering home ownership, we know that rural residents are more
likely to own their own home than are urban residents. However, looking at the
results here, we see that rural and suburban residents are similar in terms of their
home ownership. In fact, while the percentages are very close, those who live in the
midsized suburban fringe are the most likely to own their home with 70.8% of
respondents reporting that they do own their homes, as compared to only 29.2 % who
report renting their homes. The rural and small suburban fringe have very similar
percentages of home ownership; unsurprisingly, we see that the “all other” category
which includes the urban respondents, has a much lower rate of homeownership with
only 58.8% reporting they own their own homes. This number is actually higher than
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would be expected, but the category does include all other suburbs as well as the
urban residents, so that probably helps to explain why the percentage is so high.
Table 5.1 also shows that rural residents are the most likely to have lived in the same
place for at least the past five years- 60.7% of rural respondents say they have lived in
the same place for at least that long, as compared to 56.4 % of those who live in small
fringe suburbs. Interestingly, the urban respondents are more likely to have lived in
the same residence for five years than are those who live in the midsized fringe
suburbs.
For as much as has been written about rural residents and their religious
devotion, the results in table 5.1 show that the residents of the fringe suburbs are very
similar to their rural counterparts in terms of religious attendance. All three locations
have a large majority of respondents who list “Protestant” as their religious affiliation
(rural and midsize fringe suburbs at 42% and small fringe suburbs at 41.6%). Only
29% of the “all other” respondents report being Protestant. In terms of church
attendance, those who live the small fringe suburbs are actually more likely to attend
their church more than once a week than are their rural counterparts (14.2% to 13.1%
respectively), but the response from each of the four groups are similar. The rural
respondents are, however, much more likely to report attending church once a week
then either of the suburbs groups or the urban respondents. The responses are similar
for those who attend religious services a few times a month or rarely (a few times a
year) for all four locations.
In terms of policy positions, with the exception of the “all other” respondents,
the answers were highly similar when it comes to abortion. Overall, a majority of
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respondents in the fringe suburbs and in rural communities prefer that abortion only
be legal in cases of rape and incest. By far, the majority of residents fall into the two
categories that would put more restrictions on abortion- never permitting abortion,
and only permitting in cases of rape and incest. The responses for „never permit‟ and
„only if need established‟ are similar with around 16% in each group agreeing with
these statements. Interestingly, the “always allow abortion” option received strong
support from both the rural and fringe suburban respondents, with close to 30% from
all three groups agreeing with this statement. Of course, the outlier in this case, is the
„all other‟ group who are the most likely to have lenient views on abortion, with 44%
agreeing that abortion should always be allowed. The answers concerning affirmative
action again show a strong likeness in the attitudes of rural and suburban fringe
respondents. A 60% -plus majority in each of these three groups oppose affirmative
action. Those respondents from the “all other” category also oppose affirmative
action overall, though the majority opposing is only 55.1% as compare to that of the
other groups.
Table 5.1 2008 CCES Crosstabulation Demographics Percentages
Very Rural
Fringe Small
Education
6.4%
6.9%
No High School
55.6
51.7
High School Diploma
17.9
22.4
Some College
7.2
5.8
2-Year Associates degree
9.9
10.2
4-Year Bachelor‟s Degree
3.0
3.1
Post-Grad Degree
Rent or Own Home
Rent or Live with Someone
Own Home
Residence
Less than 1 Month
1 to 6 Months
7 to 11 Months
1 to 2 Years
3 to 4 Years

Fringe Midsized
7.5%
46.0
23.4
7.9
11.0
4.2

All Other
5.0%
39.0
23.1
6.9
18.9
7.1

30.9
69.1

32.1
67.9

29.2
70.8

41.2
58.8

1.7
8.4
3.3
12.2
13.8

1.4
8.3
3.4
14.9
15.6

1.7
9.5
5.3
15.3
18.4

1.2
9.4
5.1
15.1
15.5
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5 or more years

60.7

56.4

49.8

53.7

Abortion
By law, never permit
Abortion only in rape, incest
Only if need established
Always allow abortion

17.3
35.8
18.2
28.8

16.8
38.6
15.8
28.7

16.5
35.4
15.1
33.1

13.0
28.1
14.9
44.0

Affirmative Action
Oppose
Support

62.3
37.7

61.1
38.9

62.9
37.1

55.1
44.9

Church Attendance
More than once a week
Once a week
Once or twice a month
A few times a year
Seldom
Never

13.1
20.6
7.1
12.5
26.9
17.9

14.2
14.7
8.6
14.9
24.2
21.4

12.0
16.9
9.9
15.0
25.7
20.0

10.1
17.8
9.3
15.9
24.6
21.3

42.0
10.3
0.3

41.6
9.0
0.2

42.0
10.9
0.6

29.0
22.4
1.9

Religion
Protestant
Roman Catholic
Jewish
Data: 2008 CCES.

As the general demographic cross tabulations show, the fringe suburban
respondents have a lot in common with rural residents in who they are. When we
consider table 5.2, which presents the cross tabulations for political activity and
media use, we see that a lot of the similarities remain. Analyzing the responses
concerning party identification, we find that the fringe suburban respondents are
actually more Republican than those from the rural communities. Both fringe groups
had more respondents identify with the labels of “strong Republican” and “not very
strong Republican” than those in the rural areas. In fact, the rural responses were
very mixed in terms of Republican and Democratic identification. Overall, more
rural respondents said they identified with the Democratic Party than the Republican
Party, and more rural residents listed “independent” as their party identification than
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those in any of the other three groups. As would be expected, the “all other”
respondents were more Democratic than the others.
As we would expect after looking at party identification, table 5.2 also shows
that those in the fringe suburbs were much more likely to vote for John McCain in the
2008 presidential election than they were for Barack Obama. In fact, McCain
garnered over 55% of the vote in both fringe suburbs. Sticking with their recent
support of Republican candidates for president, 58.5% of rural respondents voted for
McCain in 2008, as compared with 38.9% who cast their ballot for Obama. While
Obama fared slightly better in the fringe suburbs, he still was only able to secure 42%
of the vote in those communities. It is not until the “all other” category that Obama
pulls ahead of McCain, by winning 54.4% of the respondents‟ votes (as compared
with 43.3% for McCain in these communities).
Table 5.2 also lists the responses for questions concerning the political action
of the respondents. While it appears that rural and suburban residents are similar in
their demographics and their political behavior, we do start to see some difference in
the answers from rural and suburban respondents concerning the personal political
activity they have undertaken. With the exception of attending local meetings (as few
people in all four categories report attending) suburban fringe residents look more
like the “all other” respondents than their rural counterparts on political activity.
Rural residents in general were less likely to put up a campaign sign, work for a
campaign or donate money than any of the other groups of respondents. Rural
residents were less likely to have persuaded someone to vote as compared to the
suburban and urban respondents, which could perhaps be the result of social networks

110

in rural communities, and what is deemed an appropriate and polite topic of
conversation.
Table 5.2 2008 CCES Crosstabulation Political Action Percentages
Very Rural
Fringe Small
Fringe Midsized
Party Identification
20.0%
21.5%
20.7%
Strong Democrat
12.2
8.7
10.6
Not Very Strong Democrat
9.2
11.9
10.6
Lean Democrat
19.5
12.8
13.9
Independent
9.9
8.8
12.3
Not Very Strong Republican
9.8
11.4
11.4
Strong Republican
19.4
24.9
20.5

All Other
26.6%
12.2
12.2
13.9
8.8
9.3
17.0

2008 Presidential Vote
McCain
Obama

58.5
38.9

55.6
42.5

56.1
42.4

43.3
54.4

Attend Local Meetings
Yes
No

15.3
84.7

12.6
87.4

13.0
87.0

12.5
87.5

Persuade Someone to Vote
Yes
No

48.6
51.4

55.9
44.1

51.0
49.0

54.1
45.9

Put up Political Sign
Yes
No

23.5
76.5

31.2
68.8

29.9
70.1

28.6
71.4

Work for Campaign
Yes
No

7.5
92.5

9.5
90.5

10.2
89.8

11.1
88.9

24.4
75.6

28.7
71.3

27.8
72.2

27.4
72.6

21.0
79.0

23.1
76.9

27.7
72.3

29.9
70.1

Comment on Blog
Yes
No
Donate Money
Yes
No
Data: 2008 CCES.

When we consider the media use questions, we find that, once again, the
fringe suburbs are falling toward the side of the rural communities. The question
asking whether the respondent read a newspaper shows that, while a majority of
people in all four groups do, the fringe suburbs are the least likely to read a
newspaper daily. However, when asked if the newspaper was read in print or online,
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the rural respondents were by far more likely to read from an actual print newspaper,
while the fringe suburbs and the “all other” respondents were more likely to read
online versions than the print copy. While all respondents reported similarly that they
were likely to watch television news, interestingly, when asked if they listened to the
radio, rural respondents and those who live in the small suburban fringe were less
likely to listen than those who lived in the midsized suburbs, other suburbs and urban
areas. Finally, when we examine interest in news and public affairs, rural
respondents are the least likely to say they are interested “most of the time” although
they still have a 50% agreement response. In this instance, the suburban fringe areas
align more with the urban areas, with around 54-55% agreement. When asked about
level of interest in politics, once again the suburban fringe looks similar to the other
suburban and urban areas, with interest rated in the mid-50% range. Rural residents
only responded 47.3% that they were “very much interested” in politics.
Table 5.3 2008 CCES Crosstabulation Media Use Percentages
Media Use
Very Rural
Fringe Small

Fringe Midsized

Read a Blog
Yes
No

21.2%
78.8

23.9%
76.1

26.3%
73.7

27.3%
72.7

Watch TV News
Yes
No

79.0
21.1

78.3
21.7

81.0
19.0

80.6
19.4

Read a Newspaper
Yes
No

55.3
44.7

52.2
47.8

51.9
48.1

62.2
37.8

Listen to Radio
Yes
No

36.6
63.4

34.4
65.6

43.0
57.0

47.0
53.0

Media Use-None
Yes
No

9.9
90.1

8.5
91.5

7.0
93.0

6.4
93.6

Media Use- TV Kind
Local Newscast

25.0

19.8

25.2

24.9
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All Other

National Newscast
Both

22.1
52.9

26.1
54.1

27.2
47.6

22.1
53.0

Interest in News *& Public
Affairs
Most of the Time
Some of the Time
Only Now and Then
Hardly At All
Don‟t Know

50.0
25.2
14.3
6.2
4.2

54.2
25.8
10.2
7.8
2.0

54.4
24.7
12.7
7.2
1.8

55.2
24.3
11.6
6.0
2.9

47.3
36.2
15.0
1.6

54.2
30.6
14.1
1.2

56.9
29.5
12.9
0.7

56.0
30.3
12.0
1.7

Level of Interest in Politics
Very Much Interested
Somewhat Interested
Not Much Interested
Not Sure
Data: 2008 CCES.

Analyzing the OLS regression results for party identification we find that only
in rural areas does location have a significant impact on respondent party
identification. This result indicates that living in a rural location makes the
respondent more likely to identify with the Democratic Party. In the results in table
5.4, we see that all of the education variables (with the exception of the post graduate
variable) have a significant impact on the respondents‟ party identification. The
religion variables, (both the religious affiliation and the religious attendance
variables) also show an influence on party identification. The income variables were
slightly more mixed with the lower incomes having the most impact on the
respondents‟ party identification, in this case making them more likely to associate
themselves with the Democratic Party.

Table 5.4 CCES 2008 OLS Regression On Party Identification
Rural
Residence
White
High School Education

-.171
(.058)**
0.884
(.025)***
.125

Fringe Small
-.020
(.078)
.879
(.025)***
.125
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Fringe Midsize
.065
(.058)
.878
(.025)***
.125

All Other Areas
.050
(.038)
.882
(.025)***
.124

Some College Education
2-Year College Education
Bachelor‟s Degree
Post-Grad Degree
Attend Church more than once a
week
Attend church a few times a
month
Almost never attend church
Protestant
Catholic
Jewish
Born Again Christian
Income 0-20K
Income 20-40K
Income 80-100K
Income 100-150K
Income 150K and above
Age 65 or Older
Ideology
Constant

(.053)**
.298
(.055)***
.354
(.064)***
.309
(.057)***
.110
(.065)
0.95
(.036)**
.079
(.036)*
.110
(.029)***
.182
(.027)***
.075
(.029)**
-.426
(0.78)***
.231
(.027)***
-.220
(.036)***
-.188
(.027)***
.047
(.039)
.096
(.036)**
.198
(.047)***
.015
(.029)
1.254
(.011)***
-1.453
(.072)***

(.053)**
.300
(.055)***
.353
(.064)***
.312
(.057)***
.113
(.065)*
.095
(.036)**
.080
(.036)**
.110
(.029)***
.181
(.027)***
.077
(.029)**
-.423
(.078)***
.230
(.027)***
-.223
(.036)***
-.190
(.027)***
.048
(.039)**
.097
(.036)**
.201
(.047)***
.015
(.029)
1.253
(.011)***
-1.452
(.072)***

(.053)**
.301
(.055)***
.354
(0.064)***
.314
(.057)***
.115
(.065)
.095
(.036)**
.080
(.036)*
.110
(.029)***
.180
(.027)***
0.78
(.029)**
-.422
(.078)***
.228
(.027)***
-.223
(.036)***
-.191
(.027)***
.049
(.039)
.097
(.036)**
.201
(.047)***
.015
(.029)**
1.253
(0.11)***
-1.452
(.072)***

(.053)*
.298
(.055)***
.353
(.064)***
.310
(.057)***
.111
(.065)
.095
(.036)**
.080
(.036)*
.110
(.029)***
.181
(.027)***
.075
(.029)**
-.425
(.078)***
.231
(.027)***
-.221
(.036)***
-.189
(.027)***
.047
(.040)
.096
(.036)**
.200
(.047)***
.015
(.029)
1.254
(.011)***
-1.502
(.082)***

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
Standard Errors are in Parenthesis
Dependent Variable: 7-Point Party Identification Scale: Strong Democrat, Not Very Strong Democratic, Lean
Democrat, Independent, Lean Republican, Not Very Strong Republican, Strong Republican.

The logistic regression for presidential vote choice in 2008 shows a very
different outcome from that of party identification. All four locations have a
significant effect on the respondent‟s vote choice. Interestingly, the rural location has
the smallest effect on its residents- only a .30% point increase in the likelihood of
voting for John McCain. The suburban areas have the most influence on their
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respondents- living in a small rural fringe suburb makes a person 5.53% points more
likely to vote for John McCain, while the midsize fringe suburb residence increases
the chance for a Republican vote by 4.85% points. Only the “all other” group has an
effect that increases the chances of a resident voting for Barack Obama- at 3.43%
points. Table 5.5 also shows that all education variables are not significant, with the
exception of a post-graduate education, which in all four cases makes the respondent
8% points more likely to cast a vote for the Democratic candidate. As would be
expected, the variables for born again Christian and for attending church more than
once a week are both significant in all four cases and both increase the chance of
voting for the Republican candidate. In terms of the income variables, the two lowest
bracket variables (0-20K and 20-40K) are significant and both lead to more
Democratic candidate support.
Table 5.5 CCES 2008 Regression on Presidential Vote
Rural
Residence
1.012
(.104)*
White
3.853
(.180)***
High School Education
1.003
(.118)
Some College Education
1.084
(.130)
2 Year College Degree
1.123
(.147)
Bachelor‟s Degree
.861
(.104)
Post Graduate Degree
.701
(.091)**
Attend church more than
1.230
once a week
(.082)**
Attend church a few
.1.036
times a month
(.062)
Almost never attends church
.850
(.047)**
Protestant
1.555
(.072)***
Catholic
1.799
(.090)***
Jewish
.781
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Fringe Small
1.249
(.181)*
3.846
(.179)***
1.001
(.118)
1.084
(.130)
.1.123
(.147)
..862
(.105)
.701
(.091)**
.1.230
(.082)**
1.036
(.062)
.850
(.047)**
1.554
(.072)***
1.803
(.091)***
.783

Fringe Midsize
1.215
(.125)*
3.840
(.179)***
1.004
(.118)
1.086
(.130)
1.124
(.147)
.864
(.105)
.703
(.091)**
1.231
(.082)**
1.035
(.062)
.849
(.047)**
1.555
(.072)***
1.805
(.091)***
.783

All Other Areas
.871
(.059)*
3.826
(.179)***
1.003
(.118)
1.088
(.130)
1.125
(.147)
.866
(.105)
.705
(.092)**
1.232
(.082)**
1.036
(.062)
.851
(.047)**
1.553
(.071)***
1.810
(.091)***
.786

Born Again Christian
Income 0-20K
Income 20-40K
Income80-100K
Income 100-150K
Income 150K and above
Age 65 or Older
Ideology

(.104)*
1.579
(.073)***
.532
(.040)***
.757
(.038)***
1.013
(.065)
1.199
(.070)**
1.154
(.089)
1.168
(.055)***
8.289
(.249***

(.105)
1.577
(.073)***
.532
(.040)***
.756
(.038)***
1.013
(.065)
1.199
(.070)**
1.154
(.089)
1.168
(.055)***
8.285
(.249)***

(.105)
1.574
(.073)***
.533
(.040)***
.757
(.038)***
1.014
(.065)
1.199
(.070)**
1.156
(.089)
1.167
(.055)***
8.285
(.249)***

(.105)
1.572
(.073)***
.530
(.040)***
.755
(.038)***
1.015
(.066)
1.202
(.070)**
1.159
(.089)**
1.166
(.055)***
8.276
(.249)***

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
Standard Errors are in Parenthesis

When considering the policy preferences of rural and suburban residents, we
find that their residence does not necessarily influence their opinions. Table 5.6
shows the regression results on abortion attitudes. Rural residence increases an
individual‟s chance of having negative views on abortion, as does living in a midsized
fringe suburb (4.50% points and 5.59% points, respectively). Those who live in other
areas are more likely to support abortion rights- their residence increases that chance
4.75% points. Concerning abortion, the rest of the variables that are significant
(education, and church variables) show what we would expect: that higher education
leads people to be more supportive of abortion rights- while more frequent church
attendance, makes people more likely to oppose abortion rights. When respondents
are asked about their attitudes concerning affirmative action, we see that their
residence has no significant impact on their opinions towards the policy. While the
dummy for race (white) is highly significant in all four cases, it and the income
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variables are the only ones that show consistent significance. The results from the
health care question are quite similar to those of affirmative action. When asked if
they thought that health care should be required of all citizens, the residence variable
was not significant in any of the four locations. Again, the race variable was
significant, as were the religious affiliation and income variables. Affirmative action
and health care did not show strong significance in the earlier chapter where they
were analyzed from a rural-urban comparison, so their lack of significance should not
come as a surprise in these models.
Table 5.6 CCES 2008 Regression on Abortion Attitudes
Rural
Residence
.828
(.066)**
White
.842
(.030)***
High School Education
1.264
(.112)**
Some College Education
1.530
(.139)***
2 Year College Degree
1.512
(.151)***
Bachelor‟s Degree
1.797
(.166)***
Post Graduate Degree
1.907
(.192)***
Attend church more than
.411
once a week
(.021)***
Attend church a few
.967
times a month
(.045)
Almost never attends church
2.116
(.100)***
Protestant
1.027
(.038)
Catholic
.510
(.020)***
Jewish
2.564
(.381)***
Born Again Christian
.328
(.011)***
Income 0-20K
.803
(.044)***
Income 20-40K
.942
(.037)
Income80-100K
1.088
(.057)
Income 100-150K
1.122
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Fringe Small
.916
(.098)
.839
(.030)***
1.264
(.112)**
1.533
(.139)***
1.512
(.151)***
1.801
(.166)***
1.910
(.192)***
.412
(.021)***
.967
(.045)
2.121
(.100)***
1.026
(.038)
.511
(.020)***
2.570
(.381)***
.327
(.011)***
.801
(.044)***
.940
(.037)
1.089
(.057)
1.124

Fringe Midsize
.792
(.063)**
.842
(.030)***
1.261
(.112)**
1.528
(.139)***
1.508
(.151)***
1.793
(.166)***
1.903
(.191)***
.411
(.021)***
.968
(.045)
2.121
(.100)***
1.027
(.038)
.509
(.020)***
2.561
(.380)***
.328
(.011)***
.800
(.044)***
.940
(.037)
1.089
(.057)
1.123

All Other Areas
1.221
(.063)***
.847
(.030)***
1.261
(.112)**
1.522
(.138)***
1.505
(.150)***
.1.784
(.165)***
1.893
(.191)***
.411
(.021)***
.968
(.045)
2.116
(.100)***
1.029
(.038)
.507
(.020)***
2.549
(.378)***
.329
(.011)***
.805
(.044)***
.944
(.037)
1.087
(.057)
1.119

Income 150K and above
Age 65 or Older
Ideology

(.053)**
1.526
(.101)***
.958
(.035)
.363
(.006)***

(.053)**
1.531
(.101)***
.958
(.035)
.363
(.006)***

(.053)**
1.527
(.101)***
.958
(.035)
.362
(.006)***

(.052)**
1.520
(.101)***
.959
(.035)
.363
(.006)***

Fringe Midsize
1.037
(.081)
.238
(.008)***
.923
(.080)
.849
(.075)
.908
(.088)
1.028
(.091)
1.324
(.126)**
1.160
(.057)**
1.073
(.051)
.756
(.030)***
.740
(.026)***
.737
(.028)***
.989
(.092)
1.039
(.038)
1.511
(.079)***
1.305
(.049)***
.939
(.047)
.885
(.040)**
.948
(.057)
1.008
(.036)

All Other Areas
.996
(.051)
.238
(.008)***
.923
(.080)
.849
(.075)
.907
(.088)
1.027
(.091)
1.323
(.126)**
1.160
(.057)**
1.073
(.051)
.756
(.030)***
.740
(.026)***
.737
(.029)***
.989
(.092)
1.039
(.038)
1.511
(.079)***
1.305
(.049)***
.939
(.047)**
.885
(.040)**
.948
(.057)
1.008
(.036)

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
Standard Errors are in Parenthesis

Table 5.7. CCES 2008 Regression on Affirmative Action Attitudes
Rural
Fringe Small
Residence
.977
.993
(.078)
(.107)
White
.238
.238
(.008)***
(.008)***
High School Education
.923
.923
(.080)
(.080)
Some College Education
.849
.849
(.075)
(.075)
2 Year College Degree
.907
.907
(.088)
(.088)
Bachelor‟s Degree
1.026
1.027
(.091)
(.091)
Post Graduate Degree
1.322
1.323
(.126)**
(.126)**
Attend church more than
1.160
1.160
once a week
(.057)**
(.057)***
Attend church a few
1.073
1.073
times a month
(.051)
(.051)
Almost never attends church
.756
.756
(.030)***
(.030)***
Protestant
.741
.741
(.026)***
(.026)***
Catholic
.736
.736
(.028)***
(.028)***
Jewish
.988
.988
(.092)
(.092)
Born Again Christian
1.040
1.040
(.038)
(.038)
Income 0-20K
1.512
1.511
(.079)***
(.079)***
Income 20-40K
1.305
1.305
(.049)***
(.049)***
Income80-100K
.939
.939
(.047)**
(.047)
Income 100-150K
.884
.885
(.040)**
(.040)**
Income 150K and above
.948
.948
(.056)
(.056)
Age 65 or Older
1.008
1.008
(.036)
(.036)
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Ideology

.367
(.006)***

.367
(.006)***

.367
(.006)***

.367
(.006)***

Fringe Midsize
.843
(.078)
.503
(.022)***
1.123
(.123)
.990
(.110)
1.032
(.126)
1.082
(.122)
1.327
(.160)**
.959
(.055)
.928
(.052)
1.063
(.053)
.753
(.032)***
.708
(.033)***
1.298
(.166)*
.832
(.035)***
2.032
(.140)***
1.513
(.069)***
.939
(.055)
.812
(.043)***
.839
(.060)**
.925
(.038)*
.195
(.005)***

All Other Areas
1.039
(.062)
.503
(.022)***
1.123
(.123)
.990
(.110)
1.032
(.126)
1.082
(.122)
1.327
(.160)**
.959
(.055)
.928
(.052)
1.063
(.053)
.753
(.032)***
.709
(.033)***
1.299
(.166)*
.831
(.035)***
2.035
(.140)***
1.514
(.069)***
.933
(.055)
.812
(.043)***
.839
(.060)**
.925
(.038)
.195
(.005)***

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
Standard Errors are in Parenthesis

Table 5.8 CCES 2008 Regression on Health Care Attitudes
Rural
Fringe Small
Residence
1.028
1.102
(.093)
(.139)
White
.501
.501
(.022)***
(.022)***
High School Education
1.124
1.124
(.123)
(.123)
Some College Education
.992
.992
(.111)
(.111)
2 Year College Degree
1.033
1.034
(.126)
(.126)
Bachelor‟s Degree
1.085
1.086
(.122)
(.123)
Post Graduate Degree
1.331
1.331
(.161)**
(.161)**
Attend church more than
.960
.959
once a week
(.055)
(.055)
Attend church a few
.928
.928
times a month
(.052)
(.052)
Almost never attends church
1.064
1.064
(.053)
(.053)
Protestant
.752
.752
(.032)***
(.032)***
Catholic
.710
.711
(.033)***
(.033)***
Jewish
1.302
1.302
(.167)*
(.167)*
Born Again Christian
.830
.830
(.035)***
(.035)***
Income 0-20K
2.031
2.032
(.140)***
(.140)***
Income 20-40K
1.512
1.512
(.069)***
(.069)***
Income80-100K
.933
.933
(.055)
(.055)
Income 100-150K
.813
.813
(.043)***
(.043)***
Income 150K and above
.841
.841
(.060)**
(.060)**
Age 65 or Older
.925
.925
(.038)*
(.038)*
Ideology
.195
.195
(.005)***
(.005)***
Data: 2008 CCES
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***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
Standard Errors are in Parenthesis

Discussion
The findings in this chapter help to illuminate some of the differences and
similarities between rural and suburban people. While we know that the continual
creation of suburbs can create tension and problems within the rural community,
particularly as they feel their way of life is being encroached on and fundamentally
changing, there is a good chance that, despite the animosity between the two groups
and the potential for conflict, those who live in rural areas and those who chose to
live in fringe suburbs might be very similar in their political attitudes and opinions.
As Bill Bishop explained in his book The Big Sort (2008), people who move today
are more selective about where they move, and they chose to live with people who are
similar to them if possible. While suburbs and rural areas are quite different, it is
important to note that. because we are examining fringe suburbs, these residents have
a greater chance of being similar to their rural neighbors, than those who live in more
central suburbs or those who live in the older suburbs closest to urban centers.
Looking at the demographic cross tabulation results, we see that rural and
suburban residents are quite similar in a lot of ways. We find that rural residents are
the least educated of the four groups, but that the fringe suburban respondents
(particularly the small fringe suburb) are very similar. A majority of rural and small
fringe residents report high school as their highest level of education. Despite the
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record number of people going to college these days, it is not that surprising that these
two groups of respondents are much more likely to only have a high school diploma.
Rural areas and the smallest of the fringe suburbs are likely to be far away from most
colleges and universities, both physically and psychologically as well. In a
community where most people do not have a college education, going to college
many not seem that important or feasible. In terms of residence, it was somewhat
surprising that the fringe midsize suburb residents were the most likely to be
homeowners. We would expect that the rural residents would be the most likely to
own their own homes. The midsized fringe suburbs might have such a high home
ownership rate because suburbs create large tracts of housing that are manufactured to
appeal to new young families. Typically, people move to the suburbs to buy a home
and start a family (or so the story goes) and because the midsize fringe suburbs are a
little larger, they probably have more housing options, encouraging more people to
purchase homes. Although, due to the recent economic crisis, suburbs have been hard
hit by home foreclosures and this trend may not continue.
The residence question is not as informative as it potentially could be; it
would be much more telling if there was a question that asked about residence length
for time periods of more than 5 years. Rural residents are typically known for living
in the same communities for most, if not all, of their lives (a lot of times, the same
can be said for generations of the same family). Knowing if families go back for
decades in the same place would probably show a much more dramatic place effect
on political attitudes and opinions than just five years can show. It is, not improbable
that people from any location (rural, suburban, and urban) have lived in the same
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place for that long. Though those who live in urban areas are more likely to have
lived in the same place five years or longer than residents who live in the midsized
fringe suburbs. The nature of the suburbs, to build new housing developments for
new residents, makes it easy to understand how there are more new homeowners and
residents in suburbs (though their population having lived there for five years or
longer is really not much smaller than those in the other three locations).
The results from the public policy questions show that the rural and suburban
fringe areas are very similar to one another, especially when compared to the nonfringe and urban locations. Unsurprisingly, rural residence has a negative affect on a
person‟s views on abortion. Rural America is more conservative and religious than
their urban counterparts, and are known for their socially conservative morals which
would suggest that they oppose abortion, or at least want to see more restrictions put
on the procedure. As mentioned above, the fringe suburbs are likely to be populated
with people who have more in common with rural people than those who live in
urban areas or in suburbs closer to the city center. As a result, we expect that
respondents in these areas also have negative views of abortion. Only in the 4th
category, the other suburbs and urban areas, do we see overall support for abortion
rights. When looking at the results for affirmative action, the fact that residence is
not statistically significant makes sense to some extent; particularly in the rural areas
and somewhat in the suburbs. In rural areas, there are few minorities (as compared to
the urban locations) and so affirmative action is probably not something that comes
up frequently in rural areas. Since it is not part of their daily lives, it makes sense that
they would have not have strong feelings concerning it. Fringe suburbs have
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demographics in terms of race that are similar to those of rural areas. It is a bit more
interesting that living in the “all others” areas category did not have a significant
impact on affirmative action, despite the more diverse population in these areas and
the greater likelihood that this policy will be used. Also, it may be a sign that, since
there are more pressing problems facing the nation, no matter where people live this
is not a critical issue for them at this time. When the economy is bad, and we as a
country are facing a host of policy problems, it makes sense that issues such as
affirmative action will take a back seat to the more pressing issues of the day.
Given recent political happenings, it is also interesting that health care is not
significant. It may be that respondents in all areas strongly disliked the idea of
required health care so location is not important when other demographics, like
ideology, or education are taken into account. The question was worded somewhat
oddly, asking simply if the respondent thought health care should be required. In
2008, the issue of health care was a hot button issue (it still is today), and it was
something that a lot of people were talking about. I think that if it was an open ended
question with people being able to give their full opinion rather than being forced to
say they simply “support” or “oppose” required coverage, we may see a greater
impact of location on health care attitudes.
Self-reported party identification shows similar results to what I found in an
earlier chapter- rural residence has a significant effect on party identification, but it
makes people more likely to align with the Democratic Party. This is probably
because the older rural population identified with the Democratic Party when they
were younger, and that connection has continued to this day. Even if the respondents
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vote Republican, particularly in presidential elections, this does not change the fact
that a part of the rural electorate is still psychologically attached to the Democratic
Party, even if the tie is with the party from decades earlier. The suburbs do not have a
significant impact on party identification which may be a result people moving in and
out the suburbs. With residents constantly moving in and out of the suburbs, unlike
in rural areas where people tend to stay a lot longer, it may be harder for the
community to affect political identification. Even if there are residents who live there
for a long period of time, the fact that their neighbors may be moving in and out
frequently can leave the community as a whole without a solid political identity to
impact the resident‟s individual political behavior.
Finally, the results concerning political activity and media use are interesting,
because they really are the only area where the suburban fringe population looks
more similar to urban areas than to the rural areas. Rural areas are less likely than
any other group to participate over all, and they are much less likely to say that they
have “persuaded someone to vote” before. I think this may be the result of two
different phenomena- one may be that rural residents vote in relatively high numbers,
so they do not feel the need to persuade people to vote if most of their friends and
neighbors are already casting their ballot. The second reason may be that trying to
convince someone to vote is not considered an appropriate topic of conversation
based on the unofficial rules of social communication in rural areas. Neighbors may
consider it rude to ask what they decided to do (or not do) on Election Day. Another
reason for the overall lack of political activity in rural areas may be because
campaigns in rural areas are notoriously unorganized in the case of national elections.
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Quite often, rural areas are overlooked by campaign officials because it takes a lot of
resources to campaign in low density areas with limited potential payoff because of
the small population. With little incentive and no one asking them to participate, it
makes taking the initiative to get involved in a political campaign unlikely for rural
residents.
The media use questions suggest that rural residents are less likely to get their
news from the radio or the internet, but this may simply be due to lack of access to
those media outlets. There is continual national policy discussion of extending
broadband into rural areas, but there is a lot of work still left to be done in terms of
getting good internet access to many rural areas. While radio markets have been
around for much longer, in rural areas, access to many channels is still limited,
leaving only a few options for rural residents to choose from. This may also help to
explain why rural residents report having a lower interest in politics, news, and public
affairs than those in the other three locations.
Overall, I think the findings in this chapter show that the populations of rural
areas and fringe suburbs have a lot in common in terms of their demographics and
political and policy beliefs. It is intriguing then, that we continue to see tensions rise
between the two groups as a matter of local policy and agenda setting when they
share many opinions on national issues. I think, more than anything, these findings
lead to asking more questions about the relationship between rural and suburban
communities. Their commonalities found in the cross tabulation results suggest that
there is a lot of potential for the two groups to combine their voting power and
promote their shared national policy interests. However, it is important to remember
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in this case that we are looking at just the fringe suburbs- those expected to have the
most in common with rural residents. The next step is studying both communities
more in-depth, with more questions relating to local government and local issues.
Conducting in-person interviews would also really ad in understanding the
relationships between these two groups. This type of work would benefit the study of
suburbs in general- more growth in the study of fringe suburbs will continue to add to
the broad literature on suburban politics in general.
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Chapter 6: Conclusions

In this dissertation I have set out to examine the political behavior of the rural
electorate in the 21st century. Despite “rural” representing one of three major
geographic divisions in the American electorate (urban, suburban, and rural) very
little research has been done in recent time on rural political behavior and attitudes,
particularly compared with the amount of work done on urban and even suburban
politics. For those who will say that rural politics is not studied often because it is a
static environment, I hope the work done in this project will shed some light on the
internal dynamics of rural America, and why, it is not the completely homogeneous
setting that many believe it is. Even if one is not convinced of the diversity in
political activity in rural America, this project still demonstrates the uniqueness of
rural community life, and the effect that living in rural area has on political behavioran effect that we do not see in suburban or urban residence. This aspect alone makes
rural political behavior a cultural phenomenon that deserves more analysis for
political scientists.
The main goal I had in mind while working on this project was to update the
literature on rural voting behavior. The last conclusive piece of work done was in
The American Voter which was published in 1960. In the fifty years since its
publication, rural American has evolved (as has the rest of the country) economically,
socially, and politically- and therefore the time was appropriate for a new analysis of
rural voting behavior. In doing so, I have found a rural electorate that while changing
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to adapt to new political realities, is still tightly entwined with the rural America of
decades past.
Overall, the rural electorate has become very stratified from their urban
counterparts. As we see from the results in Chapter 2, the separation in presidential
voting between urban and rural residents has grown to its widest gap in the most
recent presidential elections. After further analysis, we find that the gap is the result
of political changes following the civil rights era and the Reagan administration.
Both of these events had a significant effect on the political and social culture in the
country, and they clearly had an influence on the voting behavior of rural Americans.
The Civil Rights era and its effect, particularly in the south, had dramatic results for
the national electorate as a whole, and the Reagan administration solidified the ideals
of conservative moral and social values within the rural electorate. The combination
of the Regan administration and the growth of the Christian right and its many
political organizations, helped to solidify the strength of Republican support in rural
America.
The recent support for John McCain in rural counties across America was also
a result of simply living in a rural community. We find in Chapter 3, that rural
residence had a significant independent effect on an individual‟s vote choice, making
them more likely to support the republican candidate in the 2008 presidential election.
This effect is the result of social networks and the importance of community
interactions within rural life. The people you talk with on a daily basis, the
relationships you have with your neighbors, your co-workers, fellow worshippers at
church on Sundays- these connections help to solidify the values that rural
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communities uphold, and they have a visible effect on political behavior. At the same
time, Chapter 3 also helps to show that there are some limits to how social networks
can achieve influence on political behavior. The results here also show that rural
residence does not have an impact on self-reported party identification. While it
speaks to rural social ties not being as strong as maybe first anticipated it does
however help to prove that in fact, social networks are at play in affecting political
behavior. The power of social networks in influencing political activity is dependent
on people within the community willing to discuss that activity and having
conversations that help to tie those activities in with the values and ideals of the
community. Party identification is not a subject that receives a lot of attention outside
of academic and political pundits circles, so it should not come as a surprise that
despite the strength of rural networks to effect other political behaviors, it does not
have the same strength when considering party identification.
Despite the strength of rural residence in influencing some political behavior,
the results from Chapters 4 and 5 also highlight that the rural electorate is not a totally
separate entity from the rest of the nation- there are some aspects of political opinion
and attitudes that they have in common. One reason for that similarity may be that
we are not as polarized between red and blue, urban and rural, as we have been led to
believe (Fiorina 2004). Another potential reason for some of the similarities that we
see when it comes to questions of political opinion and attitudes may be that despite
issues that inspire tension between conservative and liberal leaning individuals, there
are some current political realities that trump ideology. The economy, the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan, and terrorism are all issues that affect everyone, regardless of
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where they live, and we see in questions asking about the most important problem
that everyone shares these concerns. This is not to say that people with different
political leanings do not have differing opinions on policy and solutions, but simply
to say that issues such as these go beyond divisions such as urban and rural to affect
everyone.
Perhaps another reason that rural and urban areas are more moderate and
similar in their attitudes on some policy issues may be an issue of time. Affirmative
action, for example, did not elicit a significant influence from rural (or urban)
residents- which may be a response to the issue losing some of its controversy
amongst the electorate. On the other hand, health care, which also showed a nonsignificant effect from residence in a rural location, was just starting to gain traction
as an issue in 2008, which may be a sign that its time is yet to come in terms of
community values having an influence on people‟s opinions of the issue. Given the
legislation and public discussion that has taken place concerning the issue since 2008,
results of a similar question in upcoming CCES surveys could potentially have very
different results. The analysis in Chapter five also helps to shed some light on the
moderating views that rural residents share with some of the other members of the
electorate. In finding that fringe suburbs share similar attitudes to rural communities,
we see yet another way that rural residents connect with other members of the
electorate.

One of the issues that makes studying rural political behavior somewhat
difficult is the fact that there is no set definition of rural that is used exclusively.
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Academics who study the social sciences and rural areas are quite often likely to
select the definition of rural that will perform the best in terms of the findings they are
looking for. Other times, we rely on the definitions of rural that the federal
government supplies- of course this is not necessarily that helpful, given that different
federal agencies use different definitions of rural themselves. When I set out to start
this project, I wanted to be able to say at the end that I had discovered the most
appropriate definition of rural that should be used conclusively to make statements
concerning rural politics. However, the longer that I have worked with this subject
matter, I‟ve come to the personal conclusion that studying rural politics without one
set definition of “rural” does not diminish the research that is produced, nor does it
make any of the proceeding findings less relevant. While there will be an ongoing
discussion within academia concerning what should be defined as “rural” and what
should not, I think it is appropriate to use different formulas to make a determination
of “rural” as long as the methods used are clearly described, as well as presenting a
good explanation of why the particular definition of “rural” was utilized.
In this project, I have used different definitions of “rural” in order to consider
the political behavior of rural residents. As a result, some of the findings that are
presented as being “rural” behavior can be different based on the definition of rural
used. For example, when the same test is run using a population definition of rural
(25,000 or below by country) and a density variable is also used (1,000‟s of people
per square mile) the results can be different. In this case, the density measure proved
to carry more significance than the population measure. For the purposes of
explanation, one set definition would certainly be easier to utilize; however, I think
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there is something to be learned from using the different definitions that result in
different findings. Using the density measure, I believe, helped to isolate a different
level of rurality as compared with the population measure. I do not think it takes
away from the validity of the population measure; the density measure is simple
another way to look at the rural population. In the same way that the federal
government uses urban rural continuums, I think the different measures of rural are
appropriate. I propose that scholars who study rural political behavior be willing to
test numerous definitions of rural in their work so that should a question arise
concerning their choice of “rural” definition they can easily explain the choice they
have made and how its findings relate to those that would be found using other
definitions.

I believe that there are two main implications that come from this project- the
first, from a “real-world” viewpoint, is that the rural electorate, while small, is still
big enough to make a difference in national elections. Approximately 18 million
people live in rural America, which is about 5% of the total national population.
While 5% does not sound very big, it is the same number (18 million) that was the
difference between vote totals for Barack Obama and John McCain in the 2008
presidential election. This is not to suggest that all 18 million people in the rural
electorate do or will vote the same, but it does stand as a good measure to show the
impact that the rural electorate could have in a national election. While the rural
electorate is decidedly Republican in their voting (on the national level) there is still a
possibility that rural voters could be persuaded to vote Democratic given the right
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conditions. Is this likely? Probably not; however, a lot of time and effort are spent
studying other groups of voters that are much smaller than the rural electorate so the
idea of studying rural political behavior should not be seen as a folly or as a waste of
time.
The second main implication to take away from this project is that the key to
rural political behavior is the social networks and social communication that takes
place in these rural communities. Repeatedly, the findings in this project showed that
rural residence has an independent significant effect on political behavior and activity
of the individual respondents. Urban and suburban residence did not show the same
level of significance in terms of influence on their resident‟s political behavior. The
significance of rural residence is the social interaction that the individual has with
other members of their community. This impact, though hard to break down its
actual step-by-step mechanisms, is integral to the unique environment in rural
communities that provides for the impact they have on their individual residents.

Due to the fact that this project was meant to be a generalized update on rural
political behavior, I believe that the findings here provide a good start to a number of
new projects that will help us to gain an in-depth picture of rural political behavior.
The first is to do more work detailing the social networks that are so fundamental to
rural political behavior. This is an area where both quantitative and qualitative work
would be useful in trying to break down these networks so that we can have a clearer
picture of how they work, and why they appear to be so consistently successful in
influencing political behavior. Learning more about these types of networks would
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be beneficial not only to learn more about rural political behavior but also because it
would be a good way to analyze the differences between urban and rural electorates
to see what keeps these networks from being more successful in urban areas.
A second area that I think more research should be devoted to is the
relationship between rural and suburban communities. Chapter five in this project
detailed how despite their being a lot of tension between the two groups because of
suburban sprawl, from a political attitudes perspective, the two groups are very
similar to one another. More work in this area, I believe, would also help in working
to explain the different types of geographic influence. In other words, if we can say
someone lives in a fringe suburban area, and that influences them in terms of their
political behavior- that is more telling that simply being able to say they live in a
suburban area in general. Same with rural residents- if there is a way to describe their
type of rural (for example, rural based on density measure, or distance from an urban
center) that is more descriptive then simply saying rural, I think the field of
geographic politics can only benefit from that.
Finally, the most important research that can come from this project, is simply
the continuation of studying rural political behavior in general. For too long, we have
left rural politics to stereotypes and basic political punditry to tell us who rural voters
are and why they act the way they do. Hopefully the findings here and from the work
that will follow this project, will encourage more people to take an interest in rural
politics and to give it the same considerations that urban and suburban politics merit
today.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Supplementary Tables

Data: U.S. Historical Election Returns and General Elections Data Databases.
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Data: U.S. Historical Election Returns and General Elections Data Databases.
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Data: U.S. Historical Election Returns and General Elections Data Databases.
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Appendix Table 3.1A- CCES 7 Point Ideology Scale OLS Results with
Ideology Variable Using Density Measure
2006
County Density
-.007
(.002)***
White
.612
(.030)***
High School Education
-.021
(.064)
Some College Education
-.050
(.066)
2 Year College Degree
-.127
(.075)
Bachelor‟s Degree
.078
(.069)
Post Graduate Degree
-.069
(.074)
Attend church more than
.116
once a week
(.036)***
Attend church a few
-.016
times a month
(.043)
Almost never attends church
-.002
(.034)
Protestant
.103
(.030)***
Catholic
.078
(.033)**
Jewish
-.068
(2.914)
Born Again Christian
.138
(.030)***
Income 0-20K
-.381
(.050)***
Income 20-40K
-.194
(.033)***
Income80-100K
.069
(.043)
Income 100-150K
.183
(.039)***
Income 150K and above
.240
(.054)***
Age 65 or Older
-.117
(.039)**
Ideology
1.336
(.013)***
Constant
-.874
(.092)***
Data: 2006 and 2008 CCES.
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
2006: Rural Population 25K and below: 2,687.
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2008
0.008
(.002)***
.868
(.025)***
.119
(.053)*
.296
(.055)***
.346
(.064)***
.311
(.056)***
.114
(.064)
.092
(.036)*
.079
(.036)*
.113
(.029)***
.181
(.027)***
.082
(.029)**
-.389
(.078)***
.226
(.027)***
-.225
(.036)***
-.190
(.027)***
.049
(.039)
.098
(.036)**
.208
(.047)***
.015
(.029)
1.250
(.011)***
-1.965
(.133)***

Appendix Table 3.2A- CCES 2008 Presidential Vote Choice Predicted Probabilities for a Republican
Vote Using Density Measure
Coefficients
Change in Predicted Probability
County Density
1.009
16.43
(.005)*
White
2.255
19.50
(.126)***
High School Education
.943
-1.46
(.126)
Some College Education
.939
-1.57
(.129)
2 Year College Degree
1.045
1.10
(.159)
Bachelor‟s Degree
.711
-8.40
(.099)*
Post Graduate Degree
.600
-12.34
(.091)***
Attend church more than
1.094
2.24
once a week
(.068)
Attend church a few
.924
-1.97
times a month
(.072)
Almost never attends church
.701
-8.71
(.046)***
Protestant
1.542
10.77
(.089)***
Catholic
2.191
19.33
(.135)***
Jewish
1.260
5.78
(.219)
Born Again Christian
2.075
18.05
(.117)***
Income 0-20K
.615
-11.74
(.054)***
Income 20-40K
.827
-4.70
(.051)**
Income80-100K
1.049
1.20
(.085)
Income 100-150K
1.159
3.68
(.085)*
Income 150K and above
.955
-1.14
(.094)
Age 65 or Older
1.441
9.10
(.087)***
Ideology
1.607
53.20
(.035)***
Party Identification
2.789
91.17
(.038)***
Data: 2008 CCES.
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
2008: Rural Population 25K and below: 1,727.
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Appendix Table 4.1A. Chapter Four: Logistic Regression Results for Rural Abortion Attitudes Using
Co-density Measure
Coefficients
Predicted Probability
Rural Density
.985
-19.98
(.003)***
White
1.102
2.28
(.041)**
High School Education
1.279
5.66
(.117)**
Some College Education
1.625
10.85
(.152)***
2 Year College Degree
1.604
10.31
(.165)***
Bachelor‟s Degree
1.912
14.20
(.182)***
Post Graduate Degree
1.961
14.30
(.204)***
Attend church more than
.403
-22.13
once a week
(.021)***
Attend church a few
.961
-0.94
times a month
(.046)
Almost never attends church
2.182
16.66
(.106)***
Protestant
1.106
2.34
(.042)**
Catholic
.509
-16.22
(.021)***
Jewish
2.283
16.63
(.348)***
Born Again Christian
.323
-26.70
(.012)***
Income 0-20K
.719
-7.90
(.041)***
Income 20-40K
.882
-2.94
(.036)**
Income80-100K
1.110
2.40
(.060)*
Income 100-150K
1.177
3.73
(.057)***
Income 150K and above
1.677
11.18
(.115)***
Age 65 or Older
.966
-0.80
(.037)
Ideology
.515
-54.23
(.011)***
Party Identification
.778
-34.20
(.007)***
Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
2008 CCES Abortion Question: Respondents were asked which state they agreed with: 1. By law,
never permit abortion. 2. Only in cases of rape, incest, or mother‟s life in danger. 3. Only if need is
established. 4. Always allow abortion. Answers 1-2 and 3-4 were combined together.
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Appendix Table 4.2A Logistic Regression Results for Rural Affirmative Action Attitudes Using Codensity Measure
Coefficients
Predicted Probabilities
Rural Density
.996
-6.92
(.002)
White
.294
-29.38
(.010)***
High School Education
.967
-0.79
(.087)
Some College Education
.944
-1.33
(.087)
2 Year College Degree
1.018
0.42
(.103)
Bachelor‟s Degree
1.151
3.31
(.107)
Post Graduate Degree
1.422
8.46
(.141)***
Attend church more than
1.250
5.30
once a week
(.066)***
Attend church a few
1.106
2.36
times a month
(.055)*
Almost never attends church
.773
-5.87
(.032)***
Protestant
.763
-6.22
(.028)***
Catholic
.744
-6.73
(.030)***
Jewish
.818
-4.55
(.079)*
Born Again Christian
1.125
2.75
(.043)**
Income 0-20K
1.369
7.53
(.074)***
Income 20-40K
1.239
5.07
(.049)***
Income80-100K
.939
-1.47
(.049)
Income 100-150K
.903
-2.34
(.043)*
Income 150K and above
1.002
0.06
(.063)
Age 65 or Older
1.014
0.33
(.038)
Ideology
.559
-50.61
(.011)***
Party Identification
.723
-42.23
(.006)***
Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
2008 CCES Affirmative Action Question: 1. Strong Support 2. Somewhat Support 3. Somewhat
Oppose 4. Strongly Oppose. Answers 1-2 and 3-4 were combined together
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Appendix Table 4.3A: Logistic Regression Results for Rural Health Care Attitudes Using Codensity
Measure
Coefficients
Predicted Probabilities
Rural Density
.990
-13.90
(.004)*
White
.819
-4.55
(.040)***
High School Education
1.294
5.89
(.155)*
Some College Education
1.223
4.59
(.149)
2 Year College Degree
1.307
5.98
(.175)*
Bachelor‟s Degree
1.362
6.96
(.168)*
Post Graduate Degree
1.622
10.50
(.215)***
Attend church more than
.987
-0.31
once a week
(.063)
Attend church a few
.980
-0.48
times a month
(.062)
Almost never attends church
1.075
1.66
(.059)
Protestant
.845
-3.92
(.040)***
Catholic
.729
-7.45
(.038)***
Jewish
1.054
1.21
(.152)***
Born Again Christian
.899
-2.47
(.042)*
Income 0-20K
1.745
11.88
(.130)***
Income 20-40K
1.421
7.86
(.072)***
Income80-100K
.962
-0.90
(.063)
Income 100-150K
.838
-4.16
(.050)**
Income 150K and above
.954
-1.10
(.077)
Age 65 or Older
.944
-1.34
(.044)
Ideology
.397
-68.44
(.011)***
Party Identification
.585
-64.70
(.006)***
Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
2008 CCES Health Care Question: 1. Strong Support 2. Somewhat Support 3. Somewhat Oppose 4.
Strongly Oppose. Answers 1-2 and 3-4 were combined together.
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Table 4.4A – 2006 CCES - Logistic Regression Results for Rural Abortion Attitudes
Coefficients
Predicted Probability
Rural 25K or Below
.919
-2.03
(.057)
White
1.127
2.88
(.055)**
High School Education
1.337
6.88
(.150)**
Some College Education
1.884
14.63
(.212)***
2 Year College Degree
1.875
14.06
(.227)***
Bachelor‟s Degree
2.093
16.44
(.249)***
Post Graduate Degree
2.604
20.31
(.330)***
Attend church more than
.393
-22.61
once a week
(.021)***
Attend church a few
.789
-5.78
times a month
(.050)***
Almost never attends church
1.413
8.19
(.074)***
Protestant
1.057
1.33
(.052)
Catholic
.623
-11.48
(.034)***
Jewish
Born Again Christian
Income 0-20K
Income 20-40K
Income80-100K
Income 100-150K
Income 150K and above
Age 65 or Older
Ideology
Party Identification

.409
(.018)***
.789
(.061)**
.919
(.047)
1.201
(.081)**
1.200
(.073)**
1.606
(.136)***
1.049
(.049)
.456
(.013)***
.761
(.008)***

-21.51
-5.78
-2.03
4.32
4.31
10.75
1.16
-61.79
-37.16

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
Jewish Variable was dropped due to collinearity.
2006 CCES Abortion Question: 1. By law never permit. 2 Only in rape, incest, mothers life in danger.
3. Law should permit abortion for reasons other than rape. 4. Always allow abortion.
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Table 4.5A Logistic Regression Results for Rural Abortion Attitudes Using Co-density Measure
Coefficients
Predicted Probability
Rural Density
.986
-19.31
(.005)**
White
1.141
3.19
(.056)**
High School Education
1.342
6.95
(.150)**
Some College Education
1.889
14.69
(.213)***
2 Year College Degree
1.886
14.17
(.228)***
Bachelor‟s Degree
2.091
16.42
(.249)***
Post Graduate Degree
2.607
20.33
(.331)***
Attend church more than
.393
-22.58
once a week
(.021)***
Attend church a few
.788
-5.81
times a month
(.050)***
Almost never attends church
1.414
8.20
(.074)***
Protestant
1.056
1.31
(.052)
Catholic
.621
-11.56
(.034)***
Jewish
Born Again Christian
Income 0-20K
Income 20-40K
Income80-100K
Income 100-150K
Income 150K and above
Age 65 or Older
Ideology
Party Identification

.410
(.018)***
.788
(.061)**
.921
(.048)
1.201
(.081)**
1.203
(.073)**
1.606
(.137)***
1.049
(.049)
.457
(.013)***
.762
(.008)***

-21.47
-5.81
-1.98
4.32
4.36
10.75
1.15
-67.71
-37.04

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
Jewish Variable was dropped due to collinearity.
2006 CCES Abortion Question: 1. By law never permit. 2 Only in rape, incest, mothers life in danger.
3. Law should permit abortion for reasons other than rape. 4. Always allow abortion.
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Table 4.6A – Logistic Regression Results for Rural Affirmative Action Attitudes
Coefficients
Predicted Probability
Rural 25K or Below
.999
-0.04
(.049)
White
.433
-20.73
(.017)***
High School Education
.920
-2.06
(.079)
Some College Education
.935
-1.67
(.081)
2 Year College Degree
.891
-2.84
(.084)
Bachelor‟s Degree
.848
-4.07
(.078)
Post Graduate Degree
1.029
0.72
(.100)
Attend church more than
.950
-1.27
once a week
(.041)
Attend church a few
1.030
-0.73
times a month
(.054)
Almost never attends church
.957
-1.09
(.040)
Protestant
.960
-1.01
(.036)
Catholic
.830
-4.61
(.035)***
Jewish
Born Again Christian
Income 0-20K
Income 20-40K
Income80-100K
Income 100-150K
Income 150K and above
Age 65 or Older
Ideology
Party Identification

1.185
(.043)***
.903
(.055)
.955
(.039)
1.030
(.054)
1.030
(.050)
1.025
(.067)
1.233
(.045)***
1.074
(.022)***
.990
(.009)

4.20
-2.53
-1.13
0.74
0.74
0.61
5.19
1.75
-0.24

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
Jewish Variable was dropped due to collinearity.
2006 CCES Affirmative Action Question: Importance of affirmative action program issue
1. Very Important 2. Important 3. Somewhat Important 4. Not Important
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Table 4.7A Logistic Regression Results for Rural Affirmative Action Attitudes Using Co-density
Measure
Coefficients
Predicted Probability
Rural Density
.986
-0.35
(.003)***
White
.439
-20.35
(.017)***
High School Education
.923
-1.97
(.080)
Some College Education
.936
-1.65
(.081)
2 Year College Degree
.896
-2.71
(.084)
Bachelor‟s Degree
.846
-4.13
(.078)
Post Graduate Degree
1.026
0.64
(.099)
Attend church more than
.952
-1.21
once a week
(.041)
Attend church a few
1.032
0.79
times a month
(.054)
Almost never attends church
.958
-1.07
(.040)
Protestant
.962
-0.96
(.036)
Catholic
..828
-4.67
(.035)***
Jewish
Born Again Christian
Income 0-20K
Income 20-40K
Income80-100K
Income 100-150K
Income 150K and above
Age 65 or Older
Ideology
Party Identification

1.188
(.043)***
.906
(.055)
.959
(.039)
1.028
(.054)
1.030
(.050)
1.020
(.067)
1.235
(.045)***
1.077
(.022)***
.991
(.009)

4.26
-2.44
-1.04
0.67
0.73
0.50
5.22
1.82
-0.22

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
Jewish Variable was dropped due to collinearity.
2006 CCES Affirmative Action Question: Importance of affirmative action program issue
1. Very Important 2. Important 3. Somewhat Important 4. Not Important

146

Table 4.8A – Logistic Regression Results for Rural Health Care Attitudes
Coefficients
Rural 25K or Below
.836
(.078)*
White
1.178
(.084)*
High School Education
.972
(.184)
Some College Education
.886
(.165)
2 Year College Degree
.844
(.165)
Bachelor‟s Degree
1.225
(.237)
Post Graduate Degree
1.092
(.217)
Attend church more than
1.212
once a week
(.099)**
Attend church a few
1.048
times a month
(.101)
Almost never attends church
.970
(.073)
Protestant
1.355
(.095)***
Catholic
1.269
(.097)**
Jewish
Born Again Christian
Income 0-20K
Income 20-40K
Income80-100K
Income 100-150K
Income 150K and above
Age 65 or Older
Ideology
Party Identification

.901
(.062)
.471
(.053)***
.699
(.054)***
1.415
(.144)***
1.451
(.130)***
1.497
(.181)***
2.317
(.171)***
1.099
(.042)**
1.102
(.020)***

Predicted Probablity
-3.05
2.78
-0.48
-2.06
-2.89
3.44
1.50
3.26
0.80
-0.51
5.16
4.05

-1.78
-12.80
-6.07
5.89
6.32
6.86
14.28
1.60
1.65

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
Jewish Variable was dropped due to collinearity.
2006 CCES Health Care Question: Satisfaction with current health care coverage.
1. Very Satisfied 2. Somewhat Satisfied 3. Not Very Satisfied 4. Not at all Satisfied
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Table 4.9A – Logistic Regression Results for Rural Health Care Attitudes Using Co-Density Measure
Coefficients
Predicted Probability
Rural Density
.997
-0.04
(.005)
White
1.173
2.72
(.084)*
High School Education
.972
-0.48
(.184)
Some College Education
.884
-2.09
(.165)
2 Year College Degree
.846
-2.85
(.165)
Bachelor‟s Degree
1.224
3.44
(.237)
Post Graduate Degree
1.093
1.51
(.217)
Attend church more than
1.214
3.30
once a week
(.099)**
Attend church a few
1.045
0.75
times a month
(.100)
Almost never attends church
.968
-0.55
(.073)
Protestant
1.352
5.13
(.095)***
Catholic
1.268
4.03
(.097)**
Jewish
Born Again Christian
Income 0-20K
Income 20-40K
Income80-100K
Income 100-150K
Income 150K and above
Age 65 or Older
Ideology
Party Identification

.897
(.061)
.470
(.053)***
.700
(.054)***
1.421
(.144)***
1.454
(.130)***
1.502
(.182)***
2.306
(.170)***
1.096
(.042)**
1.103
(.020)***

-1.84
-12.83
-6.06
5.98
6.36
6.92
14.20
1.57
1.66

Data: 2008 CCES
***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05
Jewish Variable was dropped due to collinearity.
2006 CCES Health Care Question: Satisfaction with current health care coverage.
1. Very Satisfied 2. Somewhat Satisfied 3. Not Very Satisfied 4. Not at all Satisfied
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